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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation focuses on media coverage and public opinion about United States foreign 

policy during a time of national crisis.  It seeks to better understand the nature of news content 

by exploring the concept of press independence through the lens of two theories of news media: 

indexing and echoing.  Focusing on the current U.S. military engagement with the Islamic State 

of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), the present study tracks media coverage between June 2014 and 

June 2015 across six distinct print and online news outlets.  This content analysis reveals that the 

press offered limited criticism of policies, particularly early in the intervention.  Print and online 

news media covered U.S. policy in similar fashion, each relying more on nongovernmental 

sources than on Washington elites.  Combat and non-combat policies were more likely to appear 

together in the same story in print news than in online news and print offered more justifications 

for policy positions than did online news.  This dissertation examined how news media affects 

public opinion by experimentally manipulating news coverage of U.S. policy toward ISIL.  

Based on a national sample, the current work utilized a 2 (high/low in-group threat) !  2 

(high/low in-group strength) experiment to explore the mediating role of group emotions on 

support for foreign policies.  Guided by intergroup emotions theory, this study found that group 

anger mediated the relationships between in-group threat and a host of combat and non-combat 

policies, while group anxiety did not.  On the other hand, in-group threat and in-group strength 

interacted to predict group anxiety, resulting in two moderated-mediation models, which 

predicted support for negotiating with ISIL and modern racism toward Muslims.  This 

experiment demonstrates that these group emotions operate in divergent ways, and that group 

emotions on the whole function differently than individual emotions when predicting political 

attitudes.   



 14 

Introduction  

On September 10, 2014, President Barack Obama delivered a primetime address to the 

nation in which he declared that the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) was a terrorist 

organization that was not recognized as a state by any government, concluding: ÒISIL poses a 

threat to the people of Iraq and Syria, and the broader Middle EastÑ including American 

citizens,Ó and Òwe will degrade and ultimately destroy the terrorist group known as ISILÓ (paras. 

1-4).  Presidents routinely use such events to sound the alarm of national threat, propose policy, 

and contrast the legitimacy of America against the illegitimacy of AmericaÕs enemies (Coe, 

2013).  Not surprisingly, this speech, coming on the heels of videos released by ISIL showing the 

beheadings of American journalists James Foley and Steven Sotloff, garnered much media 

attention.  Given that mass media have the unique ability to legitimize a culture of threat by 

transforming isolated crises into collective trauma, it seems appropriate for scholars to examine 

the causes and consequences of amplified threat perception.  The presidentÕs speech functioned 

to raise national awareness of the threat posed by ISIL, and by October 2014 AmericaÕs most 

recent Middle East engagement was given a name: Operation Inherent Resolve, and was 

backdated to account for all U.S. military activity in Iraq and Syria since June 15, 2014 (U.S. 

Department of Defense, 2014).    

Presidents have powerful incentives to spend their political capital on winning public and 

congressional support for their foreign policies.  In fact, Brands (2004) argues, Òchoosing 

between war and peace has always been the greatest responsibility of the American chief 

executiveÓ (p. 49).  Recent history makes clear that even when presidents (e.g., George H.W. 

Bush and George W. Bush) begin a military campaign with high support, they must work hard to 

keep public opinion on their side, or be faced with finding a new job.  As commander-in-chief, 



 15 

the president is charged with the responsibility of leading the country regarding foreign policy 

engagements, and making the wrong decision can lead to grave consequences for America and 

the world.   

The most important way for the president to influence the public about foreign policy is 

through the news media (Baum & Groeling, 2010; Mermin, 1999).  Recognizing that most 

Americans are disproportionately reliant upon news media for foreign policy information, 

presidents have steadily increased their public communications about the topic (Cohen, 2008; 

Eshbaugh-Soha & Peake, 2011; Kumar, 2007), and recent scholarship shows that presidential 

addresses on foreign policy garner more front-page quotations than any other topic (Coe & 

Bradshaw, 2014).  Consequently, U.S. military engagement consists of a series of Òmedia 

eventsÓ for most Americans (Mermin, 1999, p. 4).  Given that presidents expend great effort to 

influence news media, and that news media are the only way a majority of the American public 

encounters U.S. military activity, journalists assume the great responsibility of educating the 

public about the governing process while also holding government officials accountable.   

SigalÕs (1973) observation, Òmost news is not what has happened, but what someone says 

has happenedÓ (p. 69; emphasis added), captures the dilemma facing journalists attempting to 

hold government officials accountable while also informing the public in a representative 

democracy.  The problem for national journalists is that because political elites are the primary 

sources of information to reporters, they are often hesitant to criticize Washington officials 

publicly, and if news media fail to interject critical voices into the national debate, unquestioned 

government action can follow (Bennett, 1990; Herman & Chomsky, 1988).  The paradox the 

above quotation highlights is often described in terms of two competing metaphors of 

journalistic norms: Walter LippmannÕs ÒsearchlightÓ and Walter CronkiteÕs ÒmirrorÓ (Baum & 
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Groeling, 2010, p. 89).  While conventional wisdom holds that watchdog journalism requires a 

certain level of autonomy from government officials (i.e., searchlight), the duty to inform the 

public compels journalists to report where political elites stand on key issues (i.e., mirror).  

Although Supreme Court Justice Stewart defined the role of the press in the First Amendment as 

Òa fourth institution outside the government as an additional check on the three branches,Ó 

exercising this legal freedom for journalists can be complicated (as cited in Bollinger, 1991, p. 

177). The ability of the press to live up to its classification as the fourth estate has thus been 

called into question (Herman & Chomsky, 1988; McChesney & Nichols, 2010; Tuchman, 1972). 

With the above considerations in mind, it is easy to understand why President Obama 

shifted his attention from eliminating the threat posed by ISIL to winning public and 

congressional support for his efforts.  In the summer leading up to the presidentÕs major address 

he initiated a host of policies aimed at squelching the rise of ISIL, including dispensing 

humanitarian aid to fleeing Iraqis, ordering airstrikes in Iraq, and deploying more than 1,000 

military personnel to Iraq (Public Papers of the Presidents, 2015).  Yet, these military efforts 

garnered less media attention than did his speech to the nation (Bradshaw, 2015).  It is difficult 

for media to hold government officials to account when reporters are forced to rely on elite 

conceptions of political reality.  Recognizing this potential shortcoming in government-press 

relations, a number of researchers have sought to explicate the normative role of news media in 

representative democracy (Althaus, 2003; Zaller & Chiu, 1996).  The current work contributes to 

this literature by conducting two studies, a content analysis and an experiment, that examine the 

content and effects of media coverage of U.S. policy toward ISIL between June 2014 and June 

2015.  The content analysis rests on two related theories of news media, indexing and echoing 

(Bennett, 1990; Domke, 2004), and the experiment employs intergroup emotions theory 
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(Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000) to examine the relationships between media coverage of 

national threat, emotional responses of Americans, and the subsequent attitude formation among 

the American public.  

The broad goals of this dissertation are twofold: (a) document the ways news media cover 

U.S. policy in a time of national crisis, and (b) examine the effects of this coverage on public 

opinion.  The content analysis addresses the first goal by exploring how media negotiate between 

two, sometimes, competing journalistic values: watchdog journalism and objective journalism.  

News media are often described as serving as both a government watchdog and as an objective 

transmitter of political information, described metaphorically as Walter LippmannÕs 

ÒsearchlightÓ and Walter CronkiteÕs ÒmirrorÓ (Baum & Groeling, 2010, p. 89).  Second, the 

experiment builds on the content analysis by highlighting a subset of the variables identified in 

media coverage and examining how the ebb and flow of these variables influences public 

opinion.  In particular, I examine how variation in coverage of national threat (high or low) and 

national in-group strength (strong or weak) influence emotional responses of Americans.  I then 

explore how these emotional responses impact support for foreign policy and group sentiment.  

The strength of combining these two methodological approaches is that together they maximize 

internal and external validity and provide a comprehensive examination of media effects during a 

time of national crisis.  By systematically analyzing what actually shows up in news media, and 

then exploring the effects of news coverage on political attitudes, I am able to show how 

everyday news coverage matters for public opinion formation in a realistic setting.  

Normative Theories of the Press 

Indexing. One theory that provides an explanation for government-press relations is 

indexing (Bennett, 1990).  Following observations from Sigal (1973) and Hallin (1986), Bennett 
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(1990) formalized the indexing hypothesis: media ÒÔindexÕ the range of voices and viewpoints in 

both news and editorials to the range of views expressed in mainstream government debateÓ (p. 

106).  The key assumption of indexing is that the spectrum of views appearing in news media 

matches the spectrum of views voiced by government officialsÑ i.e., the range of debate in the 

news will not go beyond the range of debate expressed by Washington officials.   

Indexing posits that the press often falls short of fulfilling its watchdog role by failing to 

interject critical perspectives into national debates.  Bennett and Manheim (1993) refer to 

indexing as a process whereby the public is cued by media about where elites stand on policy.  

On its face this is not a problematic proposition.  There are at least two critical shortcomings, 

however, with this approach to journalism: (a) if consensus exists among elites regarding policy 

options, and the press fits its coverage to match the tenor of elite debate, then coverage will be 

one-sided, and (b) one-sided coverage can lead to the perception that alternative perspectives are 

illegitimate or non-existent and increase the likelihood that government action will proceed 

unchallenged.  I agree with their assessment and contend that if scholars want to evaluate the 

press on the key outcome of indexingÑ press independenceÑ then indexing should be clarified 

such that scholars can distinguish between indexing, objective reporting, and watchdog 

journalism.  For instance, after examining Gulf War coverage in the New York Times (hereafter, 

the Times) for roughly nine-months between 1990 and 1991, Bennett and Manheim (1993) 

concluded that the press exercised little independence, finding instead that pro-administration 

perspectives far outweighed con-administration perspectives during most of the conflict.  The 

rub here is that observing that pro-administration policies outnumbered con-administration 

policies is not enough information to infer whether the press was engaging in high or low levels 

of press independence.  There is no objective standard for what should be considered high or low 
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independence, and in order to infer the level of press independence from studies of indexing 

theory, scholars should begin to sketch out how ambiguous concepts such as objectivity and 

watchdog journalism relate to indexing.  In the current work, I provide a conceptual argument 

that places journalistic autonomy as a broad ideal supporting the twin news norms of objectivity 

and watchdog journalism, which in turn provide the logical underpinnings for the theories of 

indexing and echoing (see Figure 1).  
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exposed to is needlessly restricted.  Limiting the spectrum of policy options has the potential to 

harm democracy when government officials are not acting in the interest of the public by 

precluding the public from considering alternative options.  News media can exhibit a moderate 

level of independence from lawmakers while remaining within the parameters of policy debates 

set by government officials by engaging in objective journalism.  One way the press can exercise 

objectivity is by reporting reasons or justifications that government officials give for holding 

particular policy positions.  Pure indexing would be times when the press conveys to the public 

where elites stand on key issues, a cuing process (see Bennett and Manheim, 1993).  By 

providing reasons for holding various policy positions, though, the press takes a step toward 

meeting its goal of educating the public, and thereby gives citizens the ability to make more 

sophisticated political judgments than they would otherwise.  Second, journalists can depict 

policies as succeeding or failing to meet their stated goals.  When consensus exists among 

governmental elites, news media can claim objectivity by reporting whether policies are 

succeeding or failing (see Mermin, 1999; Tuchman, 1972).  These first two journalistic practices 

are ways the press can exercise independence from Washington elites while operating within the 

parameters of the policy debate set by government officials, and these practices should be 

considered examples of press independence that goes beyond pure indexing.   

The press can also exhibit independence from government officials by going beyond the 

parameters of the policy debate set by Washington elites by engaging in watchdog journalism.  

News media can expand the range of debate by questioning the authority of the president or 

lawmakers to initiate various military policies.  One way to assess the key assumption of 

indexingÑ that government officials, and the president in particular, define the range of debate in 

news mediaÑ is to explore whether news media explicitly challenge the authority of the 
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president to dictate policy.  Another way the press can exhibit independence is to turn to non-

government sources, such as foreign entities, for their views on U.S. foreign policy.  Finding that 

the press reports the views of Washington officials to the exclusion of foreign sources would be 

strong evidence supporting the indexing hypothesis, while finding that the press integrates the 

views of foreign entities into news would suggest that reporters sometimes turn to outsiders to 

round out a story when consensus exists among U.S. officials (see Althaus et al., 1996).  

Although the news norms discussed above have been studied in a limited context in one 

form or another in previous research, they have yet to be examined across traditional print and 

new online-only formats.  Therefore, the broader question that this present study addresses is 

whether the displacement of print media by online media equates to a shift in the level of press 

independence about foreign policy coverage.  Much has been made of the current crises of 

journalism (Bennett et al., 2007; McChesney & Nichols, 2010), with most scholars assuming that 

fewer foreign correspondents equates to lower quality reporting and fosters a public that is ill-

equipped to make educated political decisions.  The present study puts that assumption to the 

test. 

Echoing. A second theory of news media is the echoing press (Domke, 2004).  Domke 

(2004) developed the theory of the echoing press to explain why media relied so heavily on 

George W. Bush administrationÕs Òwar on terrorÓ narrative and the binary distinctions of our 

enemies as ÒevilÓ and the U.S. as ÒgoodÓ (p. ix).  Domke argued that BushÕs language ushered in 

an era of political fundamentalismÑ defined roughly as religious conservative ideologyÑ that 

fueled AmericaÕs actions following the 9/11 attacks.   

Echoing posits that during times of war the press is more likely to echo the exact words 

and utterances forwarded by the administration compared to peacetime conditions, and this 
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theory has been studied almost exclusively in the context of 9/11.  Domke (2004) and colleagues 

(Coe, Domke, Graham, John, & Pickard, 2004; Domke, Graham, Coe, John, & Coopman, 2006) 

argued that the political fundamentalism that characterized the public sphere following 9/11 

resulted from four conditions: (a) nation-challenging crisis, (b) national political leaders who 

were religious and conservative, (c) political leaders who were on-message, and (d) news media 

that were reliant upon leaders for political information.  In this way, political fundamentalism 

can be understood as the outcome of the above conditions.  Having all four of these conditions 

met, though, is not the norm in American politics.  The current study explores the nature of 

political discourse in news media that arises when the president, the chief political leader, is not 

religious or conservative.  Coe and Chenoweth (2013, 2015) argued that President Obama made 

a noteworthy shift away from recent presidents with his depressed levels of religious discourse.  

As religious conservatism is the defining characteristic of political fundamentalism, one key 

question for echoing theory moving forward is: What type political communication will be 

echoed in the press when the conditions for political fundamentalism are not met?  Recent 

scholarship (Coe & Bradshaw, 2014) on the echoing press provides two possibilities for the type 

of discourse that is likely to show up in news content under such circumstances: coverage of 

national identity or national threat. 

To date, only one study has examined the echoing press outside of the 9/11 context (Coe 

& Bradshaw, 2014).  Coe and Bradshaw (2014) examined press coverage of presidential 

addresses across eight decades and found that foreign policy speeches produced higher levels of 

echoing than did domestic addresses.  Placing this finding in the context of social identity theory, 

Coe and Bradshaw argued that because many journalists share the same cultural norms as 

American citizens broadly, press echoing of foreign policy speeches stemmed from presidentsÕ 
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tendencies to distinguish positively between ÒusÓ and ÒthemÓ (see also Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  

The logic behind this explanation was that foreign policy addresses, which often contrast 

America to a foreign entity, activate patriotic impulses among journalists and provide an easy 

conflict format to frame a story around.  According to this explanation, in the absence of a 

president who is religious and conservative, it makes sense that the type of political discourse 

that will appear in news media will  be anchored in American national identity. 

Beyond American national identity being the defining characteristic of news content 

about foreign policy is the possibility that national threat might characterize press coverage 

during a time of national crisis.  Coe and Bradshaw (2014) tested this possibility by comparing 

the amount of news coverage garnered by foreign policy addressees to wartime addresses, and 

found that foreign policy speeches received more attention.  Using wartime as a proxy for 

national threat is an imprecise measure; and, given the unusually high level of threat salience in 

the current case studyÑ public beadings of American journalistsÑ it would not be surprising to 

observe high levels of threat coverage regarding news about ISIL.  In the current study I explore 

whether press echoing of presidential discourse is more closely linked with national identity or 

national threat.  This clarification is an important step in developing the theory of the echoing 

press, as Domke (2004) pointed out that it is uncommon for a president to be religious and 

conservative.  

This content analysis has two important advantages over previous work.  First, examining 

echoing theory in a new setting, U.S.-ISIL relations, is a necessary step in the development of the 

theory.  Second, it is unknown whether the expectations of the echoing press will hold true for 

online news outlets.  Similar to the examination of indexing, I also test whether press echoing of 

the president is different between print and online formats.  Many news media scholars assume 
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that as the prominence of online news increases, the quality of foreign policy reporting will 

decrease (Bennett et al., 2007; McChesney & Nichols, 2010). 

Acknowledging the conceptual overlap between indexing and echoing, Coe and 

Bradshaw (2014) distinguished between the two theories based on the level of measurement: 

indexing is concerned with Òsources and sidesÓ and echoing is concerned with Òterms and 

phrasesÓ (p. 276).  Indexing emphasizes who stands for or against what and tends to be studied in 

the context of support or opposition to war (Zaller & Chiu, 1996).  Echoing emphasizes the 

words the administration uses to define political reality and has been studied almost exclusively 

in the context of 9/11 (Coe et al., 2004).   

Taken together, indexing and echoing contend that those times when the press is most 

needed to hold Washington officials accountable, when no official competing perspectives exist, 

are the times when the press is most likely to rely on elites for descriptions of the political 

landscape.  For instance, after initially burying stories by Seymour Hersh and Thomas Friedman 

that challenged BushÕs Òwar on terrorÓ narrative, the Times and Washington Post (hereafter, the 

Post) each apologized for not giving proper attention to critical views (Bennett, 2009).  This 

content analysis examines the pressÕs ability to uphold the democratic ideals of objectively 

reporting the news while still serving as a government watchdog. 

Group Threat and Public Opinion 

If , as the above theories contend, news media tend to portray official government 

positions as the most reasonable policy options, adopt the specific words and ideas forwarded by 

political elites, and thus perpetuate elite conceptions of national identity and threat, then the 

question becomes: What media effects follow from an atmosphere of amplified national identity 

and national threat?  To address this question, this dissertation explores the well-documented 
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relationships between national threat and national identity !  emotional response !  attitude 

change (Huddy, Feldman, Taber & Lahav, 2005; Lerner, Gonzalez, Small, & Fischhoff, 2003) in 

the context of U.S. policy toward ISIL.  The current work conducts an experiment that examines 

the ability of news coverage of national identity and national threat to elicit group-level 

emotional responses in audiences, and then observes how these emotions affect political 

attitudes.  I rely on intergroup emotions theory (IET) to explain the divergent origins and effects 

of group anger and group fear (Mackie et al., 2000).  Mackie, Silver, & Smith (2004) argue:  

Òan action that harms the ingroup and is perpetrated by a strong outgroup (perhaps  

suggesting that the ingroup does not have the resources to cope with the threat) should  

evoke fear. On the other hand, when the ingroup is appraised as having the resources (in  

terms of numbers, power, or legitimacy) to deal with an outgroupÕs negative action, anger  

is the theoretically more likely emotion to be triggered. (p. 229   

From an IET perspective, when in-group members (Americans, in this case) are threatened from 

an out-group (ISIL, in this case) that they perceive to be strong, and they perceive themselves to 

be vulnerable, then group fear on the part of the in-group will  be aroused. That is, when the 

likelihood of military success is low, then group fear follows.  On the other hand, when the 

likelihood of military success is high, then group anger should be aroused.  When the in-group is 

perceived as being able to address the threat from the out-group, then group anger is elicited (see 

also Lerner et al., 2003).!!Anger about terrorism is important because it has been shown to 

predict support for war policies (Sadler, Lineberger, Correll, & Park, 2005), less tolerance 

toward out-groups (Skitka, Bauman, Aramovich, & Morgan, 2006), and high presidential 

approval ratings (Huddy et al., 2005).  For example, Huddy et al. (2005) observed that anger 



 26 

regarding terrorist actions positively predicted military action and presidential approval while 

anxiety negatively predicted both. 

Beyond the intuitive importance of gaining insight into the antecedents of political 

attitudes about war is the theoretical concern regarding the role of group emotion in the process 

of public opinion formation.  In particular, this study aims to distinguish between group anger 

and group anxiety.  Another goal of the experiment is to distinguish between group-level and 

individual-level emotions as media effects.  For instance, when Americans read news stories 

about the threat of a terrorist attack against America, it makes sense that most audiences would 

feel some sort of anxiety or anger.  My argument here is that it is more likely that Americans will 

experience group emotion rather than individual emotionÑ i.e., they will feel anxious or angry as 

Americans rather than as individuals.  I suspect that people may feel a sense of anger or anxiety 

on behalf of their fellow Americans, but will not be personally scared to go to work, for example.  

While a host of scholars have examined anger and anxiety as an individual-level phenomenon 

(Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; Brader, 2006), only recently have scholars begun to 

distinguish between the causes and consequences of group-level emotions (Feldman et al., 2012).  

I contribute to this line of research by experimentally manipulating coverage of national threat 

and national strength.  Finding that varying threat to the nation and depictions of the group 

strength of America causes changes in group-level emotion, but does not change individual-level 

emotion would provide strong support for IET.  Moreover, while scholars have made significant 

strides in delineating between group- and individual-level emotions, much of this work has been 

strictly observational (Huddy et al., 2005, 2007).  In this way, the current study helps to clarify 

theory by testing IET in a novel context (U.S. policy toward ISIL) and in a new methodological 

format. 
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Plan of the Dissertation 

This dissertation proceeds in five broad sections.  First, I set the stage for this project by 

describing the current state of the press in America, justifying the focus on U.S. policy toward 

ISIL as a case study, and then provide the scope conditions for the two studies.  In the second 

chapter I present a big-picture view of the forces impacting news coverage, and end with a 

discussion of the theories employed in the content analysis.  Chapter 2 consists of three 

subsections: (a) macro/economic forces, (b) micro/news norms, and (c) a discussion of indexing 

and echoing theories.  In chapter 3, I discuss the relationships between group identity, group-

level emotion, and public opinion.  Chapter 3 explicates the interactions between media coverage 

of national identity and national threat, emotional response, and subsequent attitude change.  In 

chapter 4 I present my method for examining these relationships.  Chapter 4 details the variables 

used in the content analysis and the experiment.  Chapter 5 presents the results of the content 

analysis and the experiment.  In chapter 6 I offer a discussion of the results and outline some of 

the implications of my findings.  In the final chapter, I provide a short synthesis of the entire 

project that is designed to be accessible to lay audiences and academics alike.  By coupling a 

content analysis guided by two theories of news media with an experiment grounded in 

intergroup emotions, this dissertation examines the interplay between political elites, the press, 

and the public descriptively and causally. 

I use the content analysis to identify trends, patterns, and differences in news coverage 

(Krippendorff, 2013).  I explore trends by looking at shifts in coverage over the course of 12 

months between June 2014 and June 2015.  I examine patterns by looking for the ways in which 

policies, quotations, and threat are consistently covered.  With respect to identifying differences, 

I take special care to compare and contrast traditional print to new digital media coverage across 
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a host of variables (e.g., success or failure of policies and coverage of national identity).  With 

regard to experimentally examining media effects, I explore how depictions of group strengthÑ

operationalized here as success/failure of U.S. policy toward ISILÑ and levels of national threat 

elicit group-fear and/or group-anger among respondents.  It is important to distinguish group fear 

from group anger because these negative emotions have divergent causes and consequences 

(Smith, Seger & Mackie, 2007).  Group anger is positively related to support for war, out-group 

derogation, and presidential approval ratings, while group fear (or group anxiety) is negatively 

related to these variables (Huddy et al., 2005; Sadler et al., 2005; Skitka et al., 2006).  

Additionally, it is important to distinguish group-level emotions from individual-level emotions.  

I expect group emotion to follow from threats to the group and depictions of group strength, but 

do not expect these group-level manipulations to influence individual-level emotions. 
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Chapter 1: Setting the Scene 

Crises of Journalism 

 The first sentence in Bennett et al.Õs (2007) book, aptly titled, When the Press Fails, 

proclaims: ÒThe American press is in crisisÓ (p. 1).  In fact, there are two related crises of 

journalism today.  The crisis that Bennett and his colleagues have in mind is the problem of 

journalists, at least at the national level, relying too heavily on official government sources.  

Their contention is that the press is largely Òthe communication mechanism of government, not 

the peopleÓ (p. 2).  The second crisis is anchored in the severe economic losses experienced by 

news media over the past decade, particularly in the area of traditional print journalism.  PewÕs 

Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) has documented staggering decreases for newspapers 

in terms of circulation numbers, advertising revenue, and the total number of newsroom jobs 

(Pew Research Center, 2015).  The inevitable conclusion, according to publisher of the Times, 

Arthur Sulzberger (2010): Òwe will stop printing the New York Times sometime in the future, 

date TBDÓ (para. 9).  Together these crises suggest that in its current state the press often fails to 

uphold democratic ideals, and the downward economic trend indicates that things will get worse 

before they get better.   

Deference to elite sources. At the heart of the first crisis of journalism is the premise that 

when the press privileges official government perspectives, regarding them as premium bits of 

verifiable information from high-powered individuals, the consequence is a homogeneous and 

deferent news media.  Much of the recent work examining the performance of the press focuses 

on coverage of 9/11, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the Abu Ghraib scandal (Bennett et 

al., 2007; Coe et al., 2004; Domke, 2004).  Acknowledging that they did not hold government 
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officials to account or provide citizens with the information necessary to make fully -informed 

decisions, the editorial board of the Times on May 26, 2004 conceded: 

we found a number of instances of coverage that was not as rigorous as it should have 

been.  In some cases, information that was controversial then, and seems questionable 

now, was insufficiently qualified or allowed to stand unchallenged.  Looking back, we 

wish we had been more aggressive in re-examining the claims as new evidence 

emergedÑ or failed to emergeÉ 

Articles based on dire claims about Iraq tended to get prominent display, while follow-up 

articles that called the original ones into question were sometimes buried. In some cases, 

there was no follow-up at all. (paras. 3-5). 

Subsequently, a host of books and articles by academics and professionals argued that the Bush 

administration knowingly lied to the American people and the press chose to ignore or bury 

evidence opposing the White HouseÕs narrative.  Titles of such works include: PradosÕs 

Hoodwinked: The Documents that Reveal How Bush Sold the War, HershÕs, ÒWho Lied to 

Whom?Ó and KaufmannÕs ÒThreat Inflation and the Failure of the Marketplace of Ideas.Ó  With 

respect to echoing, Domke (2004) described his book as Òa critique of the Bush administrationÕs 

disregard for democracyÓ (p. ix).  This first crisis of journalism thus brings to the fore the refusal, 

or inability, of the press to hold government officials accountable and thereby failing to provide 

the public with the information necessary to make educated decisions.   

Underlying the perspective that the press relies too heavily on government officials is the 

notion that news media hold a public trust and responsibility to bring various falsehoods to light.  

Although the standard of unearthing ultimate truth is as high of a standard as could be imagined, 

this has not kept scholars from comparing the current state of news media to the ideal.  The 
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practical advantage that the above works have over the present study is hindsight.  That is, it is 

easier to criticize the press and the administration years into a conflict after numerous blunders 

and scandals marred the war effort.  As for the current case study of U.S. policy toward ISIL, I 

do not present normative arguments for or against any particular policies.  This means that I am 

not setting out to make the types of normative claims about the press or the administration that 

the above works offered.  It will likely be years before we know precisely which policies would 

have led to best outcomes for the countries involved in the current conflict, and it is impossible 

for anyone to know what ISIL is doing in Iraq and Syria, what actions the U.S. military is 

engaged in, or how well the press is doing at uncovering these Òfacts.Ó  Instead, I opt to use the 

coverage of U.S. policy toward ISIL as an entry point to compare and contrast how traditional 

print media and online news venues balance their desires to serve as government watchdogs with 

their goal of remaining impartial conveyers of political information.  To achieve this, I rely on 

indexing and echoing for the theoretical framework to guide my questions and predictions.   

Economic downturn. Further fueling the fear that quality of journalism is deteriorating 

has been the second crisis of journalism: recession.  The major premise of the second crisis of 

news media is that journalism is both a business and a social trust, and when forced to decide 

between the two, publishers often edge on the side of commerce.  The best metric to judge the 

economic vitality of newspapers is circulation figures because high circulation equates to high 

revenue in terms of selling raw content and revenue in terms of selling eyeballs to advertisers 

(McChesney & Nichols, 2010).  By this measure, newspapers are, and have been, in major 

trouble for a long time.  According to PewÕs 2015 Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ), 

circulation fell by 8.1 percent between 2007 and 2009.  Following a slight rise in circulation, it 

again dropped by 6.6 percent between 2013 and 2014.  Attempting to balance out the loss of 
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revenue many newspapers downsized, and more than 10,000 newsroom employees lost their jobs 

between 2007 and 2009 (Pew Research Center, 2015).  While steadily decreasing, the job-loss 

rate has now begun to flatten out.  As audiences shifted away from print newspapers, advertisers 

began abandoning ship as well, with advertising revenue in print newspapers dropping by 42.2 

percent between 2007 and 2009.  Between 2007 and 2014 advertising revenue in print news fell 

by an astonishing 62.2 percent (Pew Research Center, 2015).  McChesney and Nichols (2010) 

concluded, Òif newspapers continue to lose circulation at a rate of 7 percent every six months, 

theyÕve got less than eight years to go before no one is reading themÓ (p. 14).  For newspapers, 

the two crises of journalismÑ the relationship between lackluster investigative journalism and 

economic recessionÑ are reciprocal: the migration of readers decreases advertising dollars, 

which in turn leads to layoffs, and ultimately produces a decline in the quality of reporting.       

Taken together, the argument that the American press is in a comprehensive crisis 

contends that a series of economic shocks, technological advancements, decreased confidence in 

news media, and generational change have led to the de-massification of mass media (Bennett & 

Iyengar, 2008; Chaffee & Metzger, 2001; Prior, 2007).  The immediate consequence has been 

the erosion of trust in traditional media outlets, loss of jobs, and audience fragmentation.  As 

some viewers opt for like-minded news, others opt for soft news, and many simply opt out 

altogether, resulting in increased polarization and a disconnected society.  The long-term 

consequence of audience fragmentation, as Hallin and Mancini (2004) point out, is that 

fragmented media with their fragmented audiences will be so small that they will not be able to 

exert sufficient pressure on government to drive policy change when it is necessary.  It is easier 

for government to ignore a social movement consisting of isolated pockets of citizens than the 

monolithic publics that mass media formally commanded. 
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The Logic of the Current Work 

The current work looks to the theories of indexing and echoing for guidance as to how to 

examine the crises of journalism.  Bennett (1990) contends that indexing should be most 

pronounced among national newspapers, particularly the prestige press such as the New York 

Times, Washington Post, and Los Angeles Times.  Part of his rationale stems from the 

observation that many powerful print news organizations are entrenched in large media 

conglomerates, and are therefore less autonomous from government and commercial interests 

than small news outlets (Bennett et al., 2007; McChesney & Nichols, 2010).  Presumably, then, 

new online-only news outlets that are not owned by one of the major transnational media 

conglomerates (e.g., Comcast, News Corp) would be somewhat less constrained by the economic 

pressures of shareholders and expectations of high profits than traditional news, which he 

describes as implicitly promoting the indexing norm.  In contrast to the prestige print press, 

Bennett (1990) notes that a Òdying breed of small, independent news organizationsÓ (p. 106) 

would be less likely to adhere to the indexing norm.  

Echoing shares indexingÕs expectations regarding the tendency of traditional media to 

more closely follow the norms of indexing and echoing (Domke, 2004).  As echoing is a 

relatively new addition to the news media literature, it has been studied only in a limited context, 

such as coverage of 9/11 in elite newspapers (Coe et al., 2004), and network television (Coe, 

2011).  The most reasonable next step in advancing these theories is to examine them among 

new news media outlets, and in a new context, such as online venues and U.S. policy toward 

ISIL. 

Comparing new and old media to each other is preferable to asserting that news media 

ought to be more independent for at least three reasons.  First, comparing print to online media 
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goes beyond stating, simply, that press independence is an ideal worth seeking, and instead 

works to establish a standard for comparison.  Second, given that print journalism is on the 

decline and online news is on the rise, comparing these two entities allows scholars to begin 

sketching out an argument about the current and future states of news media in America to 

predict whether there will there a noticeable drop-off in the quality of reporting national news 

between print and online news.  Third, I am able to advance theory by comparing how well new 

and old media negotiate the tension between competing journalistic norms: the watchdog 

function of news media and the objectivity norm.  The values underlying watchdog journalism 

and the objectivi ty norm are the ideals of a free and impartial press.  The logic behind comparing 

traditional print to online news media, instead of comparing news media to some mystical 

standard of truth-seeking, is grounded in the unavoidable conclusion that online news is the 

future of journalism.  If scholars want to make claims about what the decline of print news and 

the rise of online news means for democracy, then scholars need to compare the two while they 

are both in existence and in the context of relevant and impactful topics.  

The above discussion suggests two general conclusions regarding the future of journalism 

as it relates to the current project: (a) online journalism is the inevitable future of news media, 

and (b) because new media are blooming in a hyper-competitive business environment, market 

pressures should drive online media to distinguish itself from traditional print in their reporting 

style, particularly in the area of citing sources and quotation practices.  As Lin (2005) reported 

about one online-only news venue, ÒSlate is fundamentally different from most print media.  For 

starters, its editors donÕt believe in using quotations in its articlesÓ (para. 6).  Lin went on to 

quote Jacob Weisberg, then editor, and current Chairman and Editor-in-Chief of the Slate Group, 

Òour view is that quotations are there often to thank sources, or for the writer to kind of 
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congratulate himself on having talked to the personÓ (para. 6).  How closely online news adheres 

to this logic today is of particular interest in the current work.  Even if quoting practices 

emphasize independence from government sources, their reporting of policies pegged to official 

sources (indexing) may be similar to traditional print media.  Additionally, new digital media 

may still adopt particular phrases without necessarily attributing them to a source (e.g., Òwar of 

terrorÓ is seldom directly attributed to Bush).  In sum, large-scale economic forces suggest that 

online news will be different from traditional news.   

ISIL as a Case Study 

 I chose to use the example of U.S. policy toward ISIL for three reasons.  First, ISIL 

dominated national news coverage throughout 2014-2015, indicating that it was a highly relevant 

and visible topic affecting a great deal of people. Second, although contexts exist that could 

potentially allow researchers to compare some of the theoretical concerns under consideration in 

the present study, only coverage of U.S. policy toward ISIL allows for a comprehensive 

examination of the different content and effects of media coverage of interest here, e.g., national 

threat and press echoing.  Third, given the abundance of scholarship that has been devoted to the 

U.S.Õs role in Iraq and Afghanistan throughout George W. BushÕs terms in office, it seems 

appropriate to compare press treatment of the Obama administration in a similar context.  

 A Pew poll conducted in August 2014 noted that 67% of Americans felt that ISIL was a 

major threat and only 5% stated that ISIL was not a threat (Pew Research Center, 2014).  Similar 

surveys from Pew conducted in November 2014 indicated that since June 2014, the percentage 

of respondents following stories about ISIL in the news very or fairly closely never dropped 

below 52 points.  Additionally, ISIL was rated as one of the top five stories of 2014 by multiple 

print, online, cable, and network television outlets such as NBC, (Leitsinger, 2014, December 
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31), CNN (Thompson, Greene, & Torre, 2014, September 25), and the New York Times (Shum, 

Campbell, Ellick, & El-Naggar, 2014, September 4).  

 Second, ISIL offers special insight into numerous variables that are important to theory.  

Although indexing is often studied within the realm of foreign policy broadly, Bennett (1990) 

and Domke (2004) both state that the presence of indexing and echoing should be most 

pronounced during a nation-threatening crisis.  President Barack Obama regularly proclaimed 

that ISIL represented such a threat and extended the emergency classification of Iraq and Syria 

through 2016 (The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, 2015).  This crisis includes 

atrocities such as video recordings of beheadings (e.g., Americans James Foley and Steven 

Sotloff), systematic kidnapping and rape (including American Kayla Mueller), and the 

destruction of, mostly Shiite, artifacts in an attempt to eliminate the cultural heritage of its 

enemies.  This threatening behavior and the corresponding news coverage provide scholars with 

the ability to examine how news media cover an especially salient threat and the corresponding 

effects on public attitudes.  I examine the ability of such coverage to induce the emotional 

responses of group anger and group fear/anxiety in American viewers.  This case study allows 

me to integrate intergroup emotions theory (IET) into the study of media effects.  By coupling 

IETÕs and echoingÕs emphases on national identity and group threat, I am able to simultaneously 

provide a rationale for why echoing elite conceptions of nationalism matters for public opinion 

as well as provide an explanation for the circumstances that lead to such coverage.  The political 

landscape at the time, in which Congress supported the presidentÕs policies through September 

2014, and then withdrew support, allows for the examination of a time when indexing the range 

of perspectives should be narrow and then grow.  
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 Third, examining indexing and echoing in the current context allows scholars to compare 

press coverage during a time of divided government, a Democratic administration with a 

Republican Congress, to the host of previous studies that examined a Republican administration 

with a Democratic Congress.  The short time between the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the 

current ISIL conflict means that the technological nature of the media environment is relatively 

similar.  The economic downturn that spelled disaster for many print newspapers began to take 

hold by the end the BushÕs second term.  The fact that this crisis is centered in the Middle East 

means that the current ISIL situation shares many of the same geo-political factors as previous 

studies of indexing and echoing, and outside influence from powerful foreign sources, such as 

China or Russia, can be held relatively constant.   

The preceding discussion explicated the rationale underlying my choice of topic 

selection.  I first argued that the shifting foundations of news media in America raise questions 

about whether journalism will be able to fulfill its role as the fourth estate.  I next pointed out 

that exploring the case study of U.S. policy toward ISIL is a useful way to examine trends in 

journalistic practices because this case lends it uniquely suited for testing and extending theory.  

The defining characteristics of ISIL as a case study revolve around heightened threat to 

Americans and journalists in particular.  The discourse among Washington elites focused on how 

the U.S. ought to engage ISIL and the American public that was acutely attuned to news about 

U.S. policy toward ISIL.  Having established some of the basic parameters for the current study, 

I now begin to detail the theoretical approaches used here.  Chapter 2 begins by providing 

background on the macro economic forces that shape news content and then focuses on micro 

theories that influence journalistic choices.  Chapter 3 follows by documenting media effects and 

the emotional responses of audiences to various content.    
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Chapter 2: The News Industry 

We should be clear: eventually the Internet and digital revolution are going to bring ink-and-

paper newspapers and all traditional commercial news media to their knees  

(McChesney & Nichols, 2010, p. 31) 

 The news industry has undergone a seismic shift in the past decade (Bennett & Iyengar, 

2008).  No longer can scholars rely on classic media theories, depictions of mass audiences, and 

glorified conceptions of democracy (Althaus, 2012; Chafee & Metzger, 2001).  This section 

documents these changes, proceeding from general to specific by detailing the macro and micro 

forces exerting influence on news coverage.  Documenting the large-scale economic changes 

driving the current trends in journalism provides the rationale for comparing traditional print to 

new digital media.  Macro forces consist of economic concerns such as ownership, advertising, 

circulation, and reporting practices.  Micro forces consist of news norms operating at the level of 

the newsroom, such as objective reporting and watchdog journalism.  Describing the micro 

forces influencing news content helps to link journalistic norms with theory.  After discussing 

the macro and micro forces underlying the news industry, I situate indexing and echoing theories 

within these broader discussions.  I conclude this chapter by discussing how these norms, 

theories, and technological shifts in journalism could be expected to manifest themselves in 

differences in content across print and online news.  Before I delve into each of these individual 

subsections I provide a short history of the concepts to be discussed here in order to highlight the 

fact that macro/micro forces, news norms, and theories are intrinsically interrelated.  

A Brief Overview of the Press in America 

 The story of the modern press in America begins and ends with economic concerns 

(Altick, 1957; Featherling, 1990; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Schiller, 1981; Schudson, 1978).  
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Commercialization, beginning with the penny press in the 1830Õs, meant that audiences could 

regularly and inexpensively purchase newspapers.  As revenue increased for publishers, 

newspapers were able to begin distancing themselves from powerful political parties and wealthy 

politicians.  While this distancing from the state did not immediately equate to non-partisan 

newspapers, it fostered the professionalization of journalism as a vocation, which in turn led to 

an increase in journalistic authority.  The ultimate consequence of the rise of journalistic 

authority was the loss of its partisan voice.  That is, in order to foster their status as a legitimate 

source of information, news media had to relinquish their ability to crusade for a cause (Bennett 

& Serrin, 2005; Schudson, 2001).  The value of being perceived as an impartial distributor of 

information, the objectivity norm, is thus intrinsically linked to a series of commercial, 

professional, and audience-related factors.        

While commercialization helped to usher in the professionalization of journalism, it was 

not necessarily a good thing for democracy because as the power of newspapers grew, publishers 

were able to promote their own ideology and seek their own self-interested goals.  Indeed, 

independence from the state meant alignment with commercial ends and the adoption of a 

capitalistic ethosÑ what critical scholars refer to as the Òcolonization of the public sphere by 

businessÓ (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 203).  In breaking free of the shackles of the state, 

political parties, and powerful individual politicians, newspapers chose to submit themselves to 

monetary interests.   

An indirect consequence of the commercialization of newspapers and decreased direct 

influence of political parties on news content was the maturation of the view of journalism as a 

social trust, the voice of the people, and a lurking skepticism toward those in power, commonly 

understood as the watchdog function of the press.  Emerging at roughly the same time as the 
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professionalization of journalism was the modern watchdog role of the press, often associated 

with a 1903 edition of McClureÕs Magazine, wherein Ida Tarbell documented the unsavory 

business practices of John D. RockefellerÕs Standard Oil Company (Bennett & Serrin, 2005).  

Bennett and Serrin (2005) note that watchdog journalism includes the Òdocumenting, 

questioning, and investigatingÓ (p. 169) of government entities and business on behalf of the 

public good.  Yet, in practice the watchdog function varies greatly because of ebbs and flows of 

business concerns and lack of formal standards among reporters about the definition of watchdog 

journalism.  McChesney (2004) discusses watchdog journalism as a desire emanating from 

individual reporters seeking to be the voice of disadvantaged publics, a goal that can be 

squelched by publishers who are also corporate leaders.  While I fully explicate the defining 

characteristics of these macro and micro forces influencing the news in the section below, this 

short discussion was meant to underscore the point that macro and micro factors are interrelated 

and any discussion of news media should acknowledge this complex nature.  

Macro-Pressures on News Media 

The news industry is ultimately a business and needs to generate revenue to maintain 

operation. The pressures that influence news gathering and reporting at this level are economic 

and thought to operate at the macro level because they are more likely to be concerns addressed 

by owners and publishers than individual reporters.  Large-scale business concerns can have an 

impact on news content in at least two crucial ways.  First, news content can be determined 

authoritatively by higher-ups through top-down directives about what should be considered news 

and how it should be covered; or implicitly, through hiring practices and internalization 

processes that, over time, can perpetuate a particular news style or bias (Leibling, 1975; Rivers, 

1965).  The second way business concerns can impact media content is through advertising.  The 
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need to deliver audiences to advertisers provides a strong incentive to news media to produce 

content that appeals to the largest segment of the audience.  Historically, daily print newspapers 

make money in two ways: (a) circulation, selling content to audiences, and (b) advertising, 

selling audiences to advertisers (McChesney & Nichols, 2010).  Decreasing overhead costs of 

production and workforce expenses, often accomplished by shifting to an online format, can 

result in higher profits.  This basic business model means that online news sources have distinct 

advantages over traditional print outlets.   

 Commercial ownership of print dailies or online news sources includes private ownership 

by a small group of investors (or family), public ownership, in which stocks are publically 

traded, or a complex combination of both.  The Times, for example, is controlled in large part by 

the Ochs-Sulzberger family, which holds roughly 70% of the company (Class B shares), while 

30% of the company (Class A) shares are publically traded (DÕAlessio, 2012).  Ideally, 

ownership should be detached from the day-to-day new reporting practices, and there is some 

support that this is typically the case.  Grentzkow and Shapiro (2010) found that rather than 

ownership driving coverage, newspapers tended to tailor coverage to the ideological leanings of 

a particular geographical region, noting that this is the smart business decision as most readers 

prefer like-minded coverage.  Even so, there is plenty of anecdotal evidence of ownership 

explicitly influencing reporting decisions.  DÕAlessio (2012) conveyed the story of the Pittsburg 

Tribune-Review owner, Richard Scaife, directing reporters to ignore Al GoreÕs candidacy.  

Publicly owned papers are not immune from similar charges of partisan leanings either; in 2004, 

shareholders sued (and ultimately dropped a lawsuit) the Sinclair Broadcast Group regarding the 

proposed airing of a John Kerry documentary, Stolen Honor (DÕAlessio, 2012).  Whereas private 

owners are essentially free to do whatever they like with their own property, publicly-owned 
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papers are ethically bound to make business decisions that ensure investors a good return on their 

investment, and these decisions could influence the content that appears in news.  

 The first way that newspapers bring in revenue is through circulation.  Current figures 

from the Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) provide a clear picture of the state of 

news media in America.  In 2005 weekly circulation numbers topped out at 53.3 million 

households, while in 2014 that figure reached only 44.1 million (Pew Research Center, 2015).  

These raw numbers are likely to overestimate current figures compared to a decade ago as the 

present metric now includes online circulation of free content.  Taking readership into account 

helps to clarify the magnitude of the change.  Among 18 to 24-year olds, only 17% reported 

reading a newspaper Òyesterday,Ó while 52% of those 65 or older reported reading a daily (Pew 

Research Center, 2015).  As circulation numbers dwindled, many papers responded by cutting 

jobs in order to reduce production costs.  In 2005, the American Society of News EditorsÕ 

(ASNE) employee census reported a total of 53,600 newsroom jobs, while in 2014 that figure 

reached only 36,700Ñ the most dramatic losses occurring between 2007 and 2009, when more 

than 10,000 jobs were cut (Pew Research Center, 2015).  Schulhofer-Wohl and Garrido (2013) 

found that only 11 cities in the U.S. had competing daily newspapers, while in 1909 that figure 

was 689.  Generational replacement, economic downturn, job cuts, and loss of advertising 

revenue have all  led to changes in mediaÕs ability to report the news.   

Just as economic interests defined the role of news media in the 19th century, economic 

interests are a major shaper in the most recent evolution in news: online journalism.  In 2005, 

digital advertising accounted for less than 5% of newspaper revenue ($49.4 billion total), while 

in 2014, digital advertising accounted for more than 21%of advertising revenue ($19.9 billion 

total) (Pew Research Center, 2015).  The trend over the past decade shows that advertising 
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revenue is decreasing for newspapers, but this effect is moderated by format, as digital 

advertising revenue has slowly risen while print revenue has shown dramatic losses.  Because 

print newspapers generate more revenue from advertising dollars than circulation, economic 

pressures could drive papers to produce content that appeals to the largest audience or most 

profitable market share.  From this perspective, in non-competitive media environments, news 

outlets are better off producing high-quality, centrist content with broad appeal because it 

reaches the most people, promising businesses more bang for their advertising buck.  In 

competitive media environments, outlets are better off tailoring their content in order to reach 

audiences that other outlets do not appeal to (McChesney & Nichols, 2010).  By any metric, 

traditional print news is on an unavoidable downward trajectory and as the prominence of the 

print format shrinks, the presence of online news grows.    

The above patterns will likely be amplified under conditions of recession and as national 

papers attempt to appeal heterogeneous audiences.  As it turned out, online news entered the 

national market at precisely the same time that newspapers were dealing with a severe downturn 

in the economy.  The rise of online news is not the only thing to blame for the decline of print 

journalism, as numerous scholars have observed that print news was in trouble long before the 

internet came along (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Stempel, Hargrove, & Bernt, 2000).   

Micro -Pressures on News Media 

In addition to large-scale economic forces shaping news media, there are micro forces 

influencing content that operate at the level of the newsroom.  My discussion centers on two key 

news norms: (a) objectivity and (b) watchdog journalism, which correspond roughly to 

CronkiteÕs mirror and LippmannÕs searchlight metaphors, respectively.  Cronkite is credited with 

stating, Òour job is to hold up the mirrorÑ to tell and show the public what has happened, and 
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then it is the job of the people to decide whether they have faith in their leaders or governmentsÓ 

(as cited in Alan & Lane, 2003, pp. 138-139).  In contrast, Lippmann argued that, Ònews is not a 

mirror of social conditionsÓ (p. 216), rather, the press is Òlike a beam of a searchlight that moves 

restlessly about, bringing one episode and then another out of the darkness into visionÓ (p. 364).  

The health of American democracy rests on a vibrant fourth estate, and democracy operates bests 

when journalists simultaneously educate the public and hold government officials accountable.  

As a result of these cross pressures, negotiating between these implicit decision rules is now the 

norm, and developing news that is timely and truthful is the exception. 

The broad value of journalistic autonomy undergirds the norms of objectivity and 

watchdog journalism.  Objectivity and watchdog journalism are two ways that the duty to inform 

the public can manifest itself in news reporting.  For instance, the duty to inform the public 

compels journalists to depict objectively where leading politicians stand on key issues, which is 

essentially the range of opinions held among political elites, i.e., indexing.  The tension that 

indexing highlights is that in attempting to convey to the public the distribution of official 

opinions regarding national policies, journalists are forced to make snap decisions about whose 

positions and which policies deserve to be recognized publicly as legitimate and which should be 

ignored.  If elite debate is one-sided, by accurately depicting the narrow range of perspectives 

that exists in official Washington circles, journalists might inadvertently convey to the public the 

sense that alternative positions are illegitimate, unreasonable, or non-existent.  Conversely, when 

faced with the choice of printing a one-sided story, journalists sometimes elect to round out a 

piece by including competing views that are not supported by strong evidence.  Under these 

conditions, journalists might unconsciously legitimize fringe elements by juxtaposing them with 
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claims supported by reasoned arguments.   Deciding whose ÒargumentÓ should advance in the 

public forum is one of the most difficult jobs the press is charged with in a democracy.  

An example illustrates this point.  Concerning the issue of climate change, Curran (2005) 

pointed out that in the early 2000Õs, American newspapers gave significantly more attention to 

arguments denouncing anthropogenic causes of climate change than did comparable 

Scandinavian papers.  He argued that in this case the press failed to inform properly the public, 

opting for balance when it should have reported the issue according to the strength of the 

arguments supporting each side.  CurranÕs argument that journalistic norms and values should 

sometimes be suspended in favor of transcendent democratic ideals is consistent with SchudsonÕs 

(2006) contention that, Òjournalistic autonomy cannot be a value for its own sake. Journalism can 

do many things but one thing it is obliged to do by its history, its traditions, its highest values, 

and sometimes its legal license, is to serve democracyÓ (p. 222).  Recognizing that press 

autonomy is a complex and broad value, I now sketch out an anatomy of press independence that 

clarifies how press independence can be manifested in news content.    

Press Independence 

Hallin (1986) contends that the scaffolding for both of the competing analogies of new 

media mentioned aboveÑ as an objective messenger and a watchdogÑ is the view that the press 

is Òan autonomous institution standing apart from the institutions of state powerÓ (p. 6).  Most 

discussions of journalistic autonomy assume that the press seeks independence from government, 

although it could loosely refer to independence from commercial interests and the separation 

between advertisers and news content as well (Bourdieu, 2006; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; 

Schudson, 2006).  The classic goal of an independent press is to not abdicate its legal freedom 

spelled out in the First Amendment, a role often described as the fourth estate (Hallin, 1986; 
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Mermin, 1999).  From this view, lack of autonomy leads to a failure of watchdog journalism, 

which ultimately leads to the privileging of governmental officials and the practice of indexing 

coverage to match the views of those expressed in official government circles (Bennett, 1990).  

The ideal of an independent press underlies the desire of news media to inform the public 

and is often manifested in two ways: objectivity and watchdog journalism.  The informative role 

of the press centers around the notion that citizens should be able to look to news media to 

become educated about the issues of the day and that news media share general standards of 

what should be considered Ònews.Ó  The informational role of the press is complex because it 

assumes that the press will report important current affairs, policies, and events; and, it also 

assumes that this coverage should be complete, drawing out causes and consequences of the 

topics under consideration by placing events in context (Bennett, 2009).  Informing the public is 

further complicated because being fully informed for some topics requires that reporters present 

multiple and sometimes conflicting ÒtruthsÓ (Curran, 2005).  At its core, educating the public 

implies that the press will work to uncover hidden ÒfactsÓ (watchdog) as well as to convey fully 

the nature of important debates (objectivity).   

Tension between objectivity and watchdog journalism. The most clearly articulated 

explanation of the tension between the norm of objectivity and watchdog journalism during a 

time of war comes from Hallin (1986), referring to objectivity as the ÒmirrorÓ or ÒmessengerÓ 

model and watchdog journalism as the Òfourth estateÓ or ÒadversariesÓ model (pp. 5, 6).  He 

described pure objectivity as the Òstraight recitation of official statementsÓ and contrasted this 

model with Òthe ÔadversaryÕ ideal of the journalist as an independent investigator who serves to 

check the abuse of powerÓ (p. 117-118).  He notes that objectivity and watchdog journalism 

reside in the second of three realms of policy debates: the sphere of legitimate controversy.  The 
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three realms of news coverage about policy debates, according to Hallin, are: (a) the sphere of 

consensus, (b) the sphere of legitimate controversy, and (c) the sphere of deviance.  The sphere 

of consensus consists of support for uncontroversial values such as ÒfreedomÓ or Òdemocracy,Ó 

which are taken-for-granted as preferable to their alternatives.  Values and issues residing in the 

sphere of consensus are not debated because there is general agreement regarding these topics, 

and consequently, reporters feel little pressure to try to balance out stories in this realm.  Hallin 

(1986) argues that the sphere of legitimate controversy typically applies to policy debates that 

adhere to Òthe parameters of debate between the Democratic and Republican partiesÑ as well as 

by the decision-making process in the bureaucracies of the executive branchÓ (p. 116).  The 

sphere of legitimate controversy is often characterized by objective reporting about competing 

sides of contestable political issues.  Just as with indexing, the democratic breakdown in this 

realm occurs when legitimate alternative perspectives are ignored, or when weakly supported 

perspectives are elevated to a position of legitimacy.  The problem highlighted by Hallin is that 

in an attempting to remain objective, journalists may inadvertently legitimize extreme views that 

are not supported by evidence.  Balance between objectivity and watchdog journalism occurs 

when journalists, fulfill ing their watchdog function properly, identify and distinguish between 

strong and weak arguments and give voice to those policies, positions, and sources most 

deserving of media attention.  

Objectivity . Schudson (2001) described ÒÔobjectivityÕ as the chief occupational value of 

American journalism and the norm that historically and still today distinguishes U.S. journalism 

from the dominant model of continental European journalismÓ (p. 149).  Objectivity has multiple 

dimensions but can be distilled into a few defining characteristics: (a) an emphasis on factual 

information as opposed to value judgments, (b) detachment between the writer and the text, and 
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(c) impartiality (Carey, 1969; Lichter, 2015; Schudson, 2001; Tuchman, 1972).  For instance, 

when reporters privilege factual information, such as whether a particular policy is succeeding or 

failing at achieving its stated goal, rather than whether the policy is ÒgoodÓ or Òbad,Ó then 

journalists are opting for objectivity.  Instead of arguing that one policy is better than another, 

Mermin (1999) argues that reporters stake claim to objectivity by focusing on the Òexecution and 

outcome of the U.S. policy, and the possibility of political triumph or disasterÓ (p. 9; emphasis 

original).  Similarly, when reporters include justifications for or against various policies, rather 

than whether the policies are ÒgoodÓ or Òbad,Ó then this also would be evidence of journalists 

exercising objectivity over value judgments.  Because reporters value the appearance of 

neutrality, they will go to great length to describe the merits of a particular policy in terms of 

justifications and/or the success of a policy.  Tuchman (1972) describes this process as a way for 

journalists to report Òconflicting possibilities,Ó even when no actual conflict exists (p. 676).   

Tuchman (1972) describes objectivity as a journalistic ritual, as citing or quoting a known 

source allows the journalist to remove the onus of responsibility from him or herself and let the 

ÒfactsÓ speak for themselves.  The difficulty arises when claims of fact are unverifiable, and 

instead of engaging in rigorous investigative journalism, journalists choose not to present the 

strongest argument as stronger, but to present both sides as truth-claims stemming from 

contending sources.  As Tuchman (1972) puts it:  

Although the reporter cannot himself confirm the truth of the senatorÕs charge, he can 

contact someone who can.  For instance, he can ask the Republican secretary of defense 

whether the senatorÕs charge is true. If the secretary of defense states the charge is Ôfalse,Õ 

the reporter cannot prove that the secretaryÕs assessment is Ôfactual.Õ He can, however, 

write that the secretary of defense stated ÔB.Õ Presenting both truth-claim ÔAÕ attributed to 
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the senator and truth-claim ÔBÕ attributed to the secretary of defense, the newsman may 

then claim he is ÔobjectiveÕ because he has presented Ôboth sides of the story without 

favoring either man or political party. (p. 665).  

This example shows that the objectivity norm can be used by reporters to guard preemptively 

against the charge of ideological bias from readers and editors, when, in this case, the reporter 

substituted ÒfactsÓ for his or her interpretation. 

Some have rooted objectivity in a combination of commercial, technological (e.g., the 

telegraph), and professional pressures during industrialization of the 19th century (Baldasty, 

1992; Bennett, 2009; Carey, 1969; Shaw, 1967).  The economically fueled desire to appeal to 

mass heterogeneous audiences certainly encouraged the presentation of information in a non-

partisan way.  Still, Schudson (2001) contends that objectivity did not take hold in earnest until 

after World War I.  He argues that professional adherence to objectivity stemmed from the 

ascension of the reporter as a public authority and open dialogue in the professional community 

about the norm (see also Streckfuss, 1990).  In SchudsonÕs (2001) view, objectivity is closely 

linked to the rise of journalism as a profession; and, as the profession gained prominence, 

reporters were able to wrest independence from political parties and their publishers.  SchudsonÕs 

(2001) insight adds a useful layer to the concept of objectivity by describing how objectivity 

came to dominate the newsroom.  Training a generation of professional communicators to adhere 

to the norm of objectivity meant that it became institutionalized as a core principle in the 

profession.  This began a socialization process in which journalists internalized the norm of 

objectivity.  Consequently, objectivity operates as both an explicit, external rule, and as an 

implicit, internal sense of obligation rising from within the individual reporter.  
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Watchdog journalism. Watchdog journalism can be summarized as high scrutiny of 

government or business practices and includes Òdocumenting, questioning, and investigatingÓ 

organizations or figures in positions of power, particularly Washington elites (Bennett & Serrin, 

2005, p. 169).  This form of investigative, adversarial, or advocacy journalism is often 

manifested in two ways: (a) when journalists seek out non-governmental sources for political 

information, and (b) when the press explicitly questions the authority of government officials to 

initiate particular policies.  Regarding foreign policy, for instance, when journalists seek out a 

critical perspective from foreign leaders or academic experts rather than Washington insiders, 

then this would be an example of watchdog journalism.  Similarly, when reporters question the 

authority of government officials, or cite sources that do so, then journalists are opting for a 

brand of journalism that edges on the side of hostility toward government.  This implies that 

watchdog journalism consists of reporting some type of ÒtruthÓ to the public.  At the very least, 

watchdog journalism assumes that there are some versions of reality that are more true than other 

versions, and it is the responsibility of the press to find and report these to the public.  

Investigative reporters often assume that getting to the truth involves turning to sources other 

than Washington insiders and questioning the authority of government officials who too often 

dictate the rules of engagement to the public. 

One problem for scholars studying watchdog journalism, as Bennett et al., (2007) note, is 

that Òit is easier to say that journalists should be watchdogs than to find agreement on precisely 

what this entailsÓ (p. 173).  At the level of the individual reporter, watchdog journalism often 

still requires support from a powerful source, whether the source is a foreign leader or academic 

expert.  It is difficult for investigative reporters to break a story on their own without some type 

of support from an authoritative source, perhaps coming in the form of a whistle-blower.  
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Watchdog journalism is also complicated because it implies that a healthy press also helps 

government by acting as a conduit of vital information from elites to the public.  At the heart of 

this approach is the logic that news media have a social responsibility to use their voices to 

promote a better way of life through the maintenance of democracy.  Scholars generally 

recognize the benefit of an active and autonomous press and view watchdog journalism as a 

reasonable and laudable goal.  

Like objectivity, watchdog journalism was not always viewed as the ideal.  Consider a 

city newspaper whose publisher rubs elbows with local politicians and relies on business leaders 

in the community for advertising dollars.  In this case, it is easy to see why editors and reporters 

are given little incentive to engage in hard-hitting investigative reporting about organizations or 

leaders connected with the paper.  Under these conditions, watchdog journalism is often thought 

of as muckraking; in fact, Theodore Roosevelt argued that adversarial journalism bred distrust of 

government and led to system-wide inefficiency.  Sabato (1991) argues that present day 

watchdog journalism has degenerated into a junkyard dog, in which news media too often 

sensationalize politiciansÕ private lives rather than covering substantive issues.  Similarly, 

Bennett and Serrin (2005) warn that contemporary watchdog journalism runs the risk of pushing 

viewers away, as low quality variants of watchdog journalism undercut the authority of both 

government and press.  One of the main criticisms of new news media is the elevation of gossip 

and the idea that ÒgotchaÓ news has supplanted genuine watchdog journalism (Bennett, 2014).  

This type of counterfeit watchdog journalism could be especially dangerous because it gives the 

impression that journalists are holding someoneÕs feet to the fire, but is actually sensationalizing 

inconsequential events.  Capturing the essence of this sort of pseudo-watchdog journalism, writer 

and publisher, Ariana Huffington (2012) notes: ÒIf thereÕs one thing thatÕs worse than the 
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decrease of indignation over the violation of major morals, itÕs the increase of indignation over 

the violation of minor morals.Ó 

 Taken together, objectivity and watchdog journalism are grounded in the desire to report 

the news to the public accurately and independently.  The approaches differ in keys ways and 

have different strengths and weaknesses.  Watchdog journalism draws widely from the value of 

autonomy from the state; objectivity edges on the side of informing the public about the affairs 

of state.  Watchdog journalism implies value-laden outcomes; objectivity implies value-free 

content.  Watchdog journalism views the role of the journalist as the interpreter of information; 

objectivity views the journalist as the reporter of Òfacts.Ó  The key strength of watchdog 

journalism is that reporters can claim that they are doing their best to foster a better world; the 

strength of objectivity is that journalists can claim that they are doing their best to be impartial.  

The key weakness of watchdog journalism is that reporters can appear to have an axe to grind; 

the key weakness of objectivity is that reporters can appear to be mouthpieces for the power 

elite.  The current study examines the way traditional print and new digital news media negotiate 

these concerns by examining these norms through the lens of indexing and echoing. 

The Present Study 

Rather than compare the level of press independence to an unknowable standard of truth-

seeking, I opt to compare the print news legacy press, in the form of the New York Times, 

Washington Post, and Los Angeles Times to three online-only news outlets: Slate, The Huffington 

Post, and The Daily Beast.  Broadly, this means that I compare and contrast new and old media 

on how they cover U.S. foreign policy during a national crisis with the ultimate goal of 

sharpening our understanding of press independence as it relates to the news norms of indexing, 

objectivity, and watchdog journalism.  
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Given the complex nature of news media, ranging from macro economic and micro 

newsroom pressures, it is not surprising that few theories comprehensively address the 

construction and dissemination of news.  Rather, most theories focus on particular relationships, 

such as the president and the press (e.g., agenda-building) or the press and the public (agenda-

setting).  In the current work, I focus on two theories that predict media coverage during times of 

national crises: indexing and echoing.  Conceptually, indexing and echoing follow directly from 

the journalistic ideals and news norms discussed above.  Indexing emphasizes press 

independence from governmental elites regarding reporting of issue positions.  Echoing 

highlights the power of elite discourse to shape media depictions of political reality in news 

media.  I explore the tendencies of traditional print and new digital media to adhere to indexing 

and echoing.  I conclude this section by pointing out some areas of uncertainty with these 

theories and describe the advantages to the approach I take in the current study. 

A conceptual model of press independence. Here, I present a conceptual model which 

depicts press independence as an outcome of sorts, an abstract concept, which can be inferred 

based on which news norms are practiced by journalists and the level of dis/agreement among 

Washington elites.  The key claim of indexing is that news media fit their coverage to match the 

spectrum of views voiced in mainstream government debate, and that this mirroring of 

perspectives equates to the press being the mouthpiece of governing officials (Bennett, 1990); 

i.e., the press would be viewed as not independent under this condition.  The problem with 

making this inference is that it is difficult to distinguish between times when the press is 

engaging in pure indexing and times when media are merely holding to the norm of objectivity.  

My model agrees with BennettÕs (1990) depiction of indexing as described above and locates it 

in the low press independence quadrant (see Figure 2).  My model, however, proposes a useful 
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clarification to the understanding of press independence by showing that when Washington elites 

are in disagreement about foreign policy, indexing and objectivity are indistinguishable.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Conceptual model of press independence. 

Whether scholars conclude that the press is acting independent of government officials in 

a particular case depends on the political landscape (elite disagreement or consensus) and how 

the press covers foreign policy (inside or outside the parameters set by political elites).  

Therefore, this model presents press independence as residing along two axes: (a) level of elite 

consensus, and (b) whether journalists are operating within the parameters set by Washington 

officials.  My model shows thatÑ depending on whether elites agree on foreign policyÑ scholars 

Elite 
Disagreement 

Elite 
Consensus 

Inside Range 
of Washington 

Debate 

Indexing 
(cuing public about 
where elites stand 
on policy) 

Watchdog Journalism 
(unofficial sources or 
questioning authority) 
 

Watchdog Journalism 
(unofficial sources and 
questioning authority) 

Objective Journalism 
(justifications or 
success/failure of  
policies) 

(b) High Press Independence (a) Medium Press Independence 

(d) Low Press Independence 

Objective Journalism 
(no justifications or  
success/failure of  
policies) 

Objective Journalism 
(justifications and  
success/failure of  
policies) 

Outside Range 
of Washington 

Debate 

Objective Journalism 
(no justifications or  
success/failure of  
policies) 

Indexing 
(cuing public about 
where elites stand 
on policy) 

(c) Low Press Independence 



 55 

might infer that the press is being more independent than is actually the case when they report 

competing sides of national debates.  If Washington is divided on whether to wage war, and the 

press reports these competing views, then scholars are likely to conclude that the press are 

reporting the news objectively and thereby infer that the press is independent of government 

officials.  Consider HallinÕs (1986) definition: Òobjectivity involves a straight recitation of 

official statementsÓ (p. 117).  When Washington elites are split on foreign policy, then HallinÕs 

conception of objectivity appears to be evidence of a highly independent press.  The problem is 

that the press is no more independent when they report where Washington elites stand on policy, 

and Washington happens to be divided, than when the press reports where Washington elites 

stand on policy, and Washington happens to be in agreement. 

Now consider the frequently cited definition of indexing offered by Bennett (1990):  

Mass media news professionals, from the boardroom to the beat, tend to ÒindexÓ the  

range of voices and viewpoints in both news and editorials according to the range of 

views expressed in mainstream government debate about a given topic (p. 106). 

If the press report where elites stand on policy, and elites happen to be in agreement, then 

coverage will appear one-sided, and scholars could infer that the press is not independent.  What 

appears to be evidence of press independence in one case is actually no different than what 

appears to be evidence of press acquiescence in another case.  The difference resides not in how 

news media cover foreign policyÑ they simply report official views in each caseÑ but on 

whether the official perspectives are united or divided.  Given this conceptual overlap between 

indexing and objectivity, it is not surprising that Althaus et al. (1996) concluded that indexing 

Òbears striking resemblance to the norm of objectivityÓ (p. 417).  I agree.  What is needed then is 



 56 

a clear way for scholars to distinguish indexing from objectivity and thereby make clear 

inferences about the level of press independence. 

The current study conceives of indexing as a norm on par with objectivity and watchdog 

journalism and develops a way to distinguish between these concepts.  On one hand, objectivity 

has a positive connotation because it emphasizes impartial reporting and educating the public in 

the hope of leading to informed decision-making.  On the other hand, indexing has a negative 

connotation because it privileges the power elite over non-official perspectives and the voice of 

the people.  When researchers observe the practice of citing sources regarding features of a story 

or policy positions, they could conclude that the press is engaging in objective reporting or 

following the indexing rule, and which they decide will determine whether they view the press as 

acting independent. 

Indexing. As a normative theory, indexing is chiefly concerned with press independence 

and contends that the press should be more autonomous than is often the case.  The trouble with 

this assertion for researchers is threefold: (a) it implies that the press ought to be more 

independent of government than is currently the case, but provides no threshold for determining 

what is independent enough, (b) because it is difficult to assess the range of views actually held 

by political elites, it makes it nearly impossible to compare accurately the distribution of 

opinions among governing officials to the distribution of opinions expressed in news media (for 

an exception see Althaus et al., 1996), and (c) it is difficult to distinguish between times when 

the press is merely holding to its norm of objectivity rather than indexing.  In order to overcome 

these issues, I attempt to clarify how indexing is different from related news norms by comparing 

the range of views expressed in traditional print media to the range of views expressed in online-

only formats with regard to U.S. policy toward ISIL.     
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Bennett (1990) proposed the indexing hypothesis as a way to explain times news media 

peg stories to official sources, thereby matching the spectrum of perspectives news media to the 

spectrum of perspectives expressed in mainstream government debate.  More recently, Bennett, 

Lawrence, and Livingston (2006) extended indexing to consider whether the administrationÕs 

frames received more coverage in print and television news regarding the Abu Ghraib scandal 

than did non-administration frames.  They found that BushÕs preferred ÒabuseÓ frame, which 

contended the behavior in question was perpetrated by a few bad apples, received more coverage 

across all media than did the competing ÒtortureÓ frame, which contended that interrogation 

techniques reflected the systematic treatment of detainees.  These studies suggest that the press is 

likely to match its coverage to the tenor of elite debate present in official domestic government 

circles rather than interject alternative views. 

Moving from case studies to over time examinations of military conflict, scholars have 

also found support for the indexing hypothesis.  Zaller and Chui (1996) examined every U.S. 

foreign policy crisis between 1945 and 1991 and found that the perspectives appearing in news 

media were strongly correlated with the perspectives voices by Washington officials.  Mermin 

(1999) undertook a more precise examination of U.S. interventions, comparing four cases in 

which consensus existed among Washington elites to four cases in which Washington was 

divided.  Examining cases beyond those considered by previous research, such as U.S. 

involvement in Somalia in 1993 and the U.S. engagement in Haiti in 1994, Mermin found 

consistent evidence of the indexing rule in practice.   

For all the criticism of the press, others view news media as more independent from 

government officials than the indexing hypothesis suggests.  In direct opposition to Bennett et 

al., (2006), Porpora, Nikolaev, and Hagemann (2010) argued that by looking beyond the single 
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terms of ÒabuseÓ and Òtorture,Ó and instead focusing on the broader context of the stories, print 

news was far more autonomous than Bennett and colleagues concluded.  Similarly, Althaus et al. 

(1996) looked at the TimesÕ coverage of the U.S.-Libya crisis for a six-month period between 

1985 and 1986 and compared press coverage to actual levels of disagreement present in the 

Congressional Record and found that the press did not always restrict its coverage to the 

parameters set by official debate.  Specifically, when Congress received coverage, it was 

depicted as opposing force in Libya approximately two-thirds of the time, although the 

Congressional Record indicated closer to a 50-50 split in Congress.  These researchers 

concluded that the large number of foreign and unofficial sources that made it into Times 

coverage was indication that the press might be more independent than indexing suggests.  

Additionally, Althaus (2003) challenged the indexing hypothesis by examining nightly television 

news coverage of the Persian Gulf conflict for nearly six-months between 1990-1991, 

concluding that the press exercised considerable independence regarding opposition to the 

administration.  Specifically, he observed that in the absence of high levels of official 

disagreement, the press was likely to turn to foreign sources of dissent to round out stories.  

From this perspective, other news norms, such as objectivity, are ways that the press exhibits 

independence from official government sources. 

Arguments for indexing. The hypotheses and research questions posed here proceed 

along two lines.  First, I examine how journalists exercise independence within the range of 

debate set by Washington officials.  Second, I examine how journalists exercise independence 

outside the range of debate set by Washington officials.  Any examination of indexing should 

start by testing the theoryÕs principle claim: that news media coverage will match the range of 

debate expressed in official government circles.  The problem with examining this assumption, 
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as Mermin (1999) points out, is that finding Òa correlation between debate in Washington and the 

spectrum of viewpoints reported in the news is not, therefore, of such great interestÓ (p. 5).  That 

is to say, it makes perfect sense that the press would turn to those individuals who are Òin the 

knowÓ regarding foreign policy and who have the authority to enact policyÑ and this is not 

necessarily a bad thing for news media in a democracy.  Assuming that elected officials represent 

the interest of their constituents, when there is division between Washington officials, then this 

debate should be understood as accurately representing public sentiment.  When news media 

therefore report where officials stand on policy, they could be said to be working in the public 

interest.  The problem arises when those in Washington are not acting in the public interest and 

what is required of the press is to go beyond the parameters of official debate.  Washington 

consensus could be evidence that policy options are clear cut, that the best way to proceed is 

obvious, and that the agreed-upon policy is in the best interest of the public.  On the other hand, 

Washington consensus could be evidence of a decaying public sphere, in which politicians are 

afraid to speak out against their party or question the merits of policies.  When this is the case, it 

is the job of the press to provide the public with the information necessary to make informed 

decisions by going beyond the range of policy debate among Washington officials.  It is perhaps 

the greatest responsibility of the press know when it is acceptable to operate within the 

parameters of debate set by Washington officials and when to extend the range of debate beyond 

the limits set by government elites.  

 The key issue for scholars of news media is developing a way to determine if the press is 

acting independently of government officials.  My conceptual model presents one way that 

scholars can infer the level of press independence by incorporating the level of 

consensus/disagreement among Washington officials and the way news media cover foreign 
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policy.  The key problem for news media is finding a way to exercise press independence when 

consensus exists in Washington. 

Operating within the range of debate. How do journalists exercise some level of 

independence while still operating inside the terms of the Washington debate?  When 

Washington is united on foreign policy the press is under intense pressure to limit its coverage to 

the viewpoints expressed in government circles.   Despite that, the press can move beyond pure 

indexing and engage in a form of objective reporting while still working within the parameters of 

official positions offered by government elites.  I argued that objectivity can include times when 

journalists report whether foreign policies are achieving their stated goals, and when 

justifications for and against foreign policies are included in a story.  The style of objective 

reporting described here should be thought of as residing within the Washington debate because 

the reporters would be limiting their commentary to official sources and sides.  While this brand 

of reporting has a great deal in common with indexing, it should be considered a notch higher in 

terms of press independence.    

The difference between pure indexing and the brand of objective reporting described here 

hinges on the length reporters go to educate the public and facilitate the ability of audiences to 

make informed decisions.  Bennett and Manheim (1993) describe indexing pejoratively, as Òelite 

cuing,Ó in which political elites cue the media as to where they stand on issues, and news media 

in turn relay that information to the public (p. 332).  Cuing alone, e.g., Republicans are for use of 

force and Democrats are against use of force, does not actually educate the public about why 

particular policy positions are held by elites or why the public should hold a policy position.  

One element of objective reporting includes going beyond conveying where political leaders 

stand on issues and instead provides justifications for why leaders hold the positions they do.  
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When the audience is provided a reason for supporting or opposing a policy, it follows that they 

should be better able to form a rational opinion (Downs, 1957).  In the absence of an underlying 

rationale, readers are only able to form opinions based on source cues, thus perpetuating party or 

ideological differences for, literally, no reason.  When news media cue the public about where 

political elites stand on policies, absent any reason for holding a policy position, this would be an 

example of indexing.  When media tell the public where leaders stand on policy and provide a 

reason for holding that policy, this would be more in line with objectivity and serves as a way to 

distinguish between these concepts under conditions of Washington consensus. 

Second, when news media report whether specific policies that are succeeding or failing 

(i.e., not achieving their stated goals), then this also would be an instance of objective reporting.  

If journalists feel compelled to stay within the bounds of official debate, one way they can offer 

more in-depth reporting than indexing alone is to offer a critique of the policies enacted by 

officials.  In this way, journalists can achieve a certain level of independence by describing 

official policies in terms of their success or failure. One limitation for journalists attempting to 

engage in this type of reporting is that journalists must wait until policies have been enacted to 

report on their execution and outcome.  Similarly, the longer a military intervention continues, 

the more opportunity for mistakes, which suggests that this type of coverage will likely increase 

as time goes on.   

The above discussion presents one way that scholars could make inferences about the 

level of press independence based on the presence of empirical variables: (a) elite 

consensus/disagreement, (b) pure indexing, and (c) objectivity.  Having defined indexing and 

objectivity, the next step before I can make predictions about when the press is likely to engage 

in objectivity or indexing is to determine when consensus existed in Washington.  
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To address levels of consensus and disagreement in Washington I turn to the 

Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report for a description of the political landscape.  There were 

five votes regarding U.S. policy toward Iraq and Syria between June 2014 and June 2015.  The 

first vote occurred on June 19, 2014, and considered an amendment to the Department of 

Defense Appropriations act, which would have barred the use of funds to provide weapons to 

Syrian combatants.  The amendment was rejected by a vote of 167 to 244, meaning that funds 

could at some point be used to provide weapons to Syria.  Democrats opposed the amendment by 

about a 2:1 margin and Republicans were split down the middle.  Offering indirect military 

support in this manner should be thought of as a non-combat policy.  I therefore characterize this 

as a high level of disagreement among Washington elites regarding non-combat policy early in 

the conflict. 

 The second vote occurred June 20, 2014 and considered an amendment to the 

Department of Defense Appropriations act to bar the use of funds to provide material resources 

to terrorist organizations, including combatants in Iraq and Syria.  The amendment passed by a 

vote of 283 to 133, meaning that funds could not be designated to terrorist organizations in those 

countries.  This vote was split more along party lines, as the majority of Democrats opposed the 

amendment and the majority of Republicans supported the ban.  This vote was consistent with 

the previous vote, and I therefore characterize this vote as representing a high level of 

disagreement among Washington elites regarding non-combat policy early in the conflict. 

The third vote occurred on July 25, 2014, and considered barring the president from 

sending armed forces to Iraq in a sustained role unless explicitly authorized by Congress.  The 

amendment passed with near complete agreement from both Democrats and Republicans, 370 to 
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40.  I therefore consider this an instance of high consensus among Washington elites regarding 

combat policies early in the conflict in opposition to direct combat. 

The fourth vote occurred on September 17, 2014, and considered combat and non-combat 

policies, including training and arming Syrian rebels, sending aid to Iraq and Syria, and 

explicitly prohibited the president from sending U.S. armed forces to Iraq and Syria without 

authorization from Congress.  The amendment passed by a vote of 273 to 156, with ayes 

indicating support for President Obama.  The vote total here make it a bit unclear whether this 

vote should be considered evidence of Washington consensus or disagreement, but I classify it as 

an example of consensus because the amendment received majority support from both 

Democrats and Republicans.  Additionally, Jonathan Weisman (2014), reporter for the Times, 

described the vote as an Òoverwhelming coalitionÓ in support of President ObamaÕs policies 

(para. 1).  This means that during the summer months of the conflict, June and July 2014, 

Washington was divided on how to engage ISIL, and that after the public execution of two 

American journalists, elites rallied behind the president during August and September 2014 

regarding both combat and non-combat policies.  Therefore, it would be accurate to characterize 

the overall trend for the first four months of the intervention as surge toward consensus in 

support of the White HouseÕs policies, with June and July 2014 demonstrating low support and 

August and September showing high support. 

The final vote occurred on June 17, 2015, two days after data collection ended for the 

content analysis.  This vote, still, serves as a useful proxy measure for the level of Washington 

debate at the end of the first year of U.S. intervention.  This vote considered troop withdrawal 

and was rejected by a vote of 288 to 139, with the majority of Republicans opposing troop 

withdrawal and the majority of Democrats favoring withdrawal.  I interpret this as a high level of 
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Washington disagreement about combat policies, in part because the vote broke along party 

lines.  This suggests that at some point between September 2014 and June 2015 Washington 

opinion shifted from consensus to disagreement.  A closer look at Congressional Quarterly 

suggests that elite disagreement emerged after the September 17 vote and before President 

ObamaÕs February 11, 2015 proposed legislation for authorization for use of force in Iraq and 

Syria.  The fact that ObamaÕs February proposal did not make it to the floor for a vote suggests 

there was a high level of elite disagreement among Washington elites regarding foreign policy 

that emerged between October 2014 and February 2015.  In sum, the trends among Washington 

officials suggest that elite consensus grew between June and September 2014, followed by a 

period of disagreement that came to characterize the political landscape throughout the 

remainder of the time period examined here.  

Beyond the congressional votes listed above, there were a host of combat and non-

combat policies initiated by President Obama during the months in question.  According to the 

American Presidency ProjectÕs Public Papers of the Presidents, between June 15, 2014 and May 

19, 2015, there were numerous instances in which the president authorized combat and non-

combat action in Iraq and Syria without seeking approval from Congress, including: (a) 275 

military personnel to Iraq on June 15, 2014 and an additional 500 military personnel between 

June 26 and June 30, 2014, in an advisory role, (b) humanitarian aid and airstrikes on August 7, 

2014, (c) expanded airstrikes beginning September 1, 2014, (d) 350 additional military personnel 

on September 5, 2014, (e) 475 additional military personnel and expanded airstrikes on 

September 23, 2014, (f) more than 1,000 paratroopers, military advisors, and Army and Marine 

personnel in December, 2015, and (g) extending the state of emergency in Iraq and Syria for one 

year in May 2015.   
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If the press were adhering to the indexing norm, then news coverage of elite policy 

debates should be reflected in one-sided coverage between June and September 2014 in support 

of the above policies.  Then, we should see two-sided debate coverage emerge by February 2015. 

Given the above considerations, I pose the following hypotheses:   

H1a: News coverage should match levels of elite agreement between June and 
September 2014, reflecting the consensus among Washington officials in 
support of White House non-combat policies.  

 
H1b: News coverage should match levels of elite disagreement between 

September 2014 and June 2015, reflecting the division among Washington 
officials regarding White House non-combat policies. 

 
 
H2a: News coverage should match levels of elite agreement between June and 

September 2014, reflecting the consensus among Washington officials in 
support of White House combat policies.  

 
H2b: News coverage should match levels of elite disagreement between 

September 2014 and June 2015, reflecting the division among Washington 
officials regarding White House combat policies. 

 

A follow-up to these predictions considers whether print or online news media exhibited 

more press independence than the other.  As there is no definitive line for what constitutes one- 

or two-sided coverage of foreign policies, a simple way to assess press independence is to 

compare print to online media.  While Bennett (1990) argued that print legacy press are more 

likely to adhere to the indexing rule than smaller independent outlets, recent research suggests 

that the two formats cover terrorism and foreign policies in similar ways (Cox, 2014; Maier, 

2010; Maier & Tucker, 2012).  Cox (2014) examined front-page coverage in print and online 

news and found no difference in terms of prioritizing stories, each devoting roughly 12% of its 

coverage to politics.  Comparing print to online versions of the same newspaper, Meier and 

Tucker (2012) found that print focused more on politics than did online formats.  In a more 
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specific test, Maier (2010) found that print news tended to focus more on the Iraq war while 

online news emphasized the war in Afghanistan.  The takeaway from these studies is that print 

and online news appear to cover politics and terrorism similarly, although none of these studies 

examined coverage in terms of indexing or echoing.  Given the above discussion, I pose the 

following research questions:  

 

RQ1:   Did print and online news differ in their levels of indexing? 
 
RQ2:  Did news media engage in objective journalism and thereby exhibit 

different levels of press independence within the range of official debate? 
 
RQ3:  Did print and online news differ in their levels of objective journalism and 

thereby exhibit different levels of press independence within the range of 
official debate? 

 

 Operating outside the range of debate.  Journalists can offer critical analysis outside the 

terms of the Washington debate by engaging in watchdog journalism.  I argued above that 

watchdog journalism includes times when journalists look to those outside of the Washington 

elite for their positions on U.S. foreign policy and times when journalists question the authority 

of governmental elites to enact policy.  The type of watchdog journalism described here should 

be thought of as residing outside the Washington consensus because these are practices that 

reporters use to go beyond the sources and sides of government debates.  This brand of reporting 

should be considered high in press independence.  Relying on Washington outsiders and 

questioning the authority of government officials when Washington is in agreement about 

foreign policy should be thought of as the highest form of press independence because engaging 

in these practices when Washington is divided is easier than when elites are united. 
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The traditional way indexing is studied is in terms of sources and sides, who stands for or 

against which policies, and is often thought of as pro- vs. con-administration positions (Bennett, 

1990; Bennett & Manheim, 1996).  Therefore, when scholars talk about the range of debate 

among Washington elites they usually have in mind pro- vs. con-administration positions held by 

Congress.  A second way the range of debate among Washington elites is conceived of has in 

mind a range of sources, such as the president and Congressional members, who take a position 

on U.S. foreign policy.  In the second sense, going outside the parameters set by governmental 

officials would mean that news organizations could cite sources beyond those in Washington, 

such as foreign entities, experts, or the American public.   

Because congressional support grew for administration policies, such as training and 

arming Syrian rebels, between July and September 2014 (Wiesman, 2014), engaging in 

watchdog journalism by citing unofficial sources would indicate substantial effort by journalists 

to move beyond the range of debate set by government elites.  Finding watchdog journalism 

occurring early in the intervention would be the strongest evidence of press independence.  

Given this clarification, I pose the following research question: 

 

RQ4:   Did news media engage in watchdog journalism? 
 

The logic driving RQ4 has two components.  Media can move beyond the range of debate 

set by government officials by citing unofficial sources and by questioning the authority of 

Washington officials to dictate policy.  Here, I focus on one key example of the press 

questioning government authority.  White House reporters questioned the Obama 

administrationÕs previous desire to repeal the 2001 Authorization for Use of Military Force 

(AUMF) passed under George W. Bush.  Regarding U.S. response to the use of chemical 
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weapons in Syria in 2013, the president argued that he was not authorized to enforce his Òred 

lineÓ ultimatum with use of military force without support from Congress.  In spite of that, when 

it came to ISIL Obama invoked the 2001 AUMF in September 2014 to send military personnel to 

Iraq.  National reporters were well aware of this mismatch regarding authority and inquired 

about why the president felt that he did not need Congress to authorize the current military effort 

against ISIL and had chosen to rely on authorization he previously condemned.  

Press Secretary Josh Earnest (2014) was in the unenviable position of accounting for 

these apparent discrepancies to reporters in September 2014, ultimately referring to one of the 

presidentÕs speeches, remarking: 

I do have the presidentÕs language in front of me: ÒI look forward to engaging Congress 

and the American people in efforts to refine and ultimately repeal the AUMFÕs mandate, 

and will not sign laws designed to expand this mandate furtherÓ (para 102). 

A reporter followed up by asking: ÒWhy isnÕt he using that language in connection with this new 

effort that seems broader?Ó Earnest (2014) went on to explain: 

Because theyÕre two different situations. The president, in this case, believes that he does 

have the authority that he needs under the statutory authority, under the 2001 AUMF to 

carry out the military actions that he has ordered thus far [É] whatÕs going on is that the 

president believes he has the authorization that he needs (paras. 105-106). 

The news outlets studied here could easily question the presidentÕs authority by identifying this 

mismatch between word and deed, and therefore fulfill  its watchdog role.  As the above excerpt 

indicates, identifying the mismatch between the administrationÕs current legal authority and 

previous public denunciations of Bush policy would be an easy story for national reporters to 

cover.  In fact, all of the information regarding presidential authority was readily available to the 
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press and would require essentially no ÒdiggingÓ or insider information from special sources.  

Therefore, RQ4 considers both forms of watchdog journalism discussed here: citing non-

governmental sources as well as questioning the authority of the administration to initiate 

military policies. 

It is unclear, though, whether print or online news would be expected to engage in higher 

levels of watchdog journalism.  Print and online news media might rely equally on foreign and 

domestic sources for input regarding U.S. foreign policy and might question the authority of the 

president to the same degree.  Therefore, I pose the following research question: 

 

RQ5:   Did print or online media differ in their levels of watchdog journalism?  
 

 
A final question regarding indexing addresses how scholars understand the range of 

policy debates.  Above, I described the range of debate as pro- and con-administration positions 

and in terms of the type of sources, Washington insiders and Washington outsiders.  Another 

way to consider the spectrum of viewpoints is to think of policy options as a continuum, ranging 

from least extreme to most extreme (see Althaus, 2003; Althaus et al., 1996).  For example, 

examining the range of policy options expressed in news media in this manner would conceive 

of a spectrum of options ranging from humanitarian aid at one end to boots on the ground at the 

other end.  This approach to measuring indexing views elite debate as setting the parameters for 

media debate by establishing the endpoints about which policies should be seriously debated in a 

public forum.  In this way, news media might present a range of debate that hinges more on the 

policy than the source. 

It is unclear whether print or online news would be expected to present a wider range of 

debate with regard to policy.  Print media could have punctuated the policy debate between the 
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endpoints of airstrikes and boots on the ground and thereby present a narrow range of debate that 

included only combat policies.  If, on the other hand, online news presented a range of debate 

that included policies such as military aid/training, humanitarian aid, and negotiating with ISIL, 

they would present a wider range of debate by incorporating non-combat and combat policies 

into their coverage.  Given the above possibilities, I pose the following research question: 

 

RQ6:  Did print or online media present a wider range of debate with regard to 
policy options? 

 

When Washington is united on foreign policy, and official debate is nonexistent, the onus 

of informing the public about the wisdom of enacting particular foreign policies falls to the press. 

The range of perspectives presented in news refers to who is for or against specific policies, often 

measured as pro- vs. con-administration, as well as the type of policy options voiced in media.  

No doubt, news media reported the policy preferences of the president (and his opponents), but 

without a clear standard to compare this against, it is difficult to say whether the press should 

have been less reliant on official sources than is currently the case.  The question is not whether 

the press reported where elites stood on foreign policy, the question is whether print news outlets 

covered policy differently than online news outlets when Washington was in agreement and 

disagreement.  In addition to the hypotheses and research questions posed about indexing, I also 

explored the theory of the echoing press. 

 Echoing.  The theory of the echoing press was developed by Domke and colleagues 

across a host of studies to explain the mediaÕs use of specific words offered by George W. Bush 

in the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks (Domke, 2004; Domke et al., 2007; Hutcheson, 

Domke, Billeaudeaux, & Garland, 2004).  The echoing press predicts that in times national crisis 
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journalists are more likely to use the presidentÕs preferred terms and phrases to characterize the 

political landscape, and in the case of George W. Bush, the preferred terms were religious and 

conservative in nature.  Domke (2004) argued that during times of war Òthe press gives 

consistent voice to the words and ideas crafted by the administrationÓ compared to peacetime 

conditions (Domke, 2004, p. 21; emphasis original).  For example, Coe et al. (2004) examined 

press coverage of George W. Bush in the years following the 9/11 attacks and found that his 

preferred terms, such as Òwar on terror,Ó and binary distinctions of, good/evil and security/peril 

gained substantial traction in the press. 

Importantly, the theory of the echoing press specifies that it is not the treatment of the 

administration that matters (e.g., favorable or unfavorable) but simply that the administration is 

the preeminent voice in the news.  Presumably, when the presidentÕs preferred terms and phrases 

(direct quotations or otherwise) are echoed in the press, it is evidence that the administration is 

determining the nature of the political discourse in the country.  Describing it as the ÒRove 

Rule,Ó Domke (2004) notes that, Òcritical news coverage of the administration is willingly 

tolerated as long as the criticisms nonetheless echo the administrationÕs preferred discourseÓ (p. 

21).  Echoing assumes that it is more important for the administration to garner media attention 

than receive favorable coverage because when the press adopts the key phrases provided by the 

president, they come to define the U.S., its enemies, and its military actions (e.g., that America 

are at war with terror).  Whether coverage of the Òwar on terrorÓ was favorable or unfavorable 

was less important than developing the schema of Òwar on terrorÓ in the minds of the press and 

the public.  That is, echoing privileges quantity over quality by assuming that quality is inherent 

when quantity is high.   
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Echoing provides a theoretical framework that transcends positive and negative coverage 

and instead emphasizes the ability of the administration to define the situation.  Defining the 

situation could refer to defining military success (e.g., Òmission accomplishedÓ), the nature of the 

situation (e.g., is ISIL a national threat?), our response (e.g., justified, preemptive), and could 

reinforce AmericaÕs position of moral authority (e.g., weÕre the good guys, theyÕre the bad guys).  

Ultimately, if the White House was able to establish its definitions of political reality, then 

support for the policies that are consistent with that conception are likely to follow.  For 

example, emphasizing the binary distinction of security/peril following 9/11 helped to establish 

the rationale for creating the Department of Homeland Security and authorization of use of force 

to defeat Saddam Hussein (Domke et al., 2007).  After Bush (2001) declared, Òeither you are 

with us, or you are with the terrorists,Ó it became political suicide for anyone to oppose the 

development of such policies and bureaucracies.  When the administration is driving the news 

regarding crisis-related policies, it means that other, potentially competing characterizations of 

the events, are not receiving media attention.  While the echoing press appears to be a useful 

theory in this limited 9/11 context, it has yet to be thoroughly tested in other conflicts. 

Only one study has examined the echoing press outside of the 9/11 context (Coe & 

Bradshaw, 2014).  Looking at over 80 years of Times coverage of major presidential addresses, 

the press exhibited a moderate and consistent level of echoing of the president.  Coe and 

Bradshaw argued that patriotic impulsesÑ activated by foreign policy speechesÑ drove echoing.  

Placing this finding in the context of social identity theory (SIT), Coe and Bradshaw argued that 

press echoing of foreign policy speeches could be explained by the fact that many journalists 

share the same cultural values as American citizens broadly (Tajfel & Turner 1979).  Shared 

national identity between the public and press likely sparked ÒusÓ and ÒthemÓ distinctions in 
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journalists, resulting in higher levels of echoing.  The SIT explanation of echoing is a useful 

addition to the theory, but one that deserves further investigation.  For instance, an alternative 

hypothesis from an evolutionary perspective of self-categorization theory (SCT) would predict 

that identifying with one group does not always equate to negative feelings toward an out-group 

(Tajfel, 1981).  From this perspective, in order for positive social comparison between groups to 

occur, such as American journalists echoing presidential communication about foreign policy, 

group threat must be present (Huddy, 2013).  Researchers studying SCT might explore the 

strength of in-group identity and out-group hostility by manipulating perceptions of threat 

between groups to see if threat to the in-group produces changes in social identity, affective 

response, or behavior (Huddy, 2013).  Both indexing and echoing offer reasons that explain 

media content, but few studies have set out to test systematically how they work together to 

explain media attention (for exceptions see Coe, 2011; Coe & Bradshaw, 2014).  

Arguments for  echoing. The key addition I make to echoing theory is to test two rival 

explanations of news media coverage in the absence of a conservative religious president.  I test 

whether national identity or national threat is more closely tied to press echoing of the White 

House.  DomkeÕs (2004) original formulation of the theory positioned political fundamentalism, 

defined as religious conservatism, as the ultimate outcome of the echoing press.  In order for 

political fundamentalism to dominate the public dialogue, Domke argued that four conditions 

must be met: (a) a nation-challenging crisis, (b) political leaders who are religious conservatives, 

(c) political leaders who effectively employ strategic political communication, and (d) news 

media that depend on elites for information and definitions of political reality.  Given that 

religious conservative discourse is the defining characteristic of political fundamentalism, the 

question here becomes: What will be the defining characteristic of political communication about 
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U.S. foreign policy toward ISIL is the absence of a conservative and religious president?  The 

current study test tests whether national identity or national threat is more likely to emerge as the 

key factor with presidential echoing.   

 National identity.  References to national identity have long been a hallmark of 

presidential discourse and media coverage (Campbell & Jamieson, 1990; Coe & Neumann, 

2011).  Hutcheson et al. (2004) defined national identity as a collaborative process and a product 

of public discourse about oneÕs nation, resulting in a Ònational self-image based on membership 

in a political community as well as history, myths, symbols, language, and cultural norms 

commonly held by members of a nationÓ (p. 28).  It would not, therefore, be surprising to find 

that many of the instances of presidential echoing in the press also contain references to 

America.  For example, Hutcheson et al. (2004) examined coverage of Time and Newsweek in 

the weeks following the 9/11 attacks and found that national identity was the dominant theme.  

Emphasizing national identity functioned to unite Americans around the common goal of 

engaging in a war on terror and the core value of American strength.  Domke et al. (2004) 

argued that strategic communication on the part of the administration ignited public sentiment 

around support for war and created the conditions necessary for Congress to pass crucial 

legislation, such as the Patriot Act.   

 More recently, scholars have found that activating patriotic impulses among Americans is 

one way that politicians can generate support for military interventions (Althaus & Coe, 2011), a 

process that most often occurs through the news media.  Coe and Bradshaw (2014) built on this 

work and argued that when presidents contrast American national identity to foreign entities, 

journalists are more likely to echo national sentiment than when these themes are absent from 

presidential discourse.  Domke (2004) explained this phenomenon by noting that it is impossible 
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for journalists to remove their Òethnocentric filter through which news content is producedÓ (p. 

22).  Therefore, as long as the president invokes national identity in public discourse, the national 

identity filter of American journalists could be expected to result in nationalistic news coverage, 

particularly when a conservative and religious president is not present.  

 National threat. The unusually graphic and public depictions of national threat, coming 

in the form of barbaric beheadings and torture of American journalists, provide an unfortunately 

salient climate of national threat that could trigger high echoing in the press.  In August 2014, 

ISIL began releasing videos of American journalists being beheaded.  James FoleyÕs killing was 

followed by a host of public executions, including: Steven Sotloff (September, 2014), David 

Haines (September, 2014), Alan Henning (October, 2014), Adbul-Rahman ÒPeterÓ Kassig 

(November, 2014), Haruna Yukawa and Kenji Goto (January, 2015), and Moaz al-Kasabeh, a 

Jordanian pilot, was burned to death while trapped in a cage.  Following these public executions 

came news of the kidnapping, rape, and death of American Kayla Mueller (February 2015). 

Given the sustained atmosphere of national threat, particularly for American journalists, it makes 

sense that news media would pay close attention to presidential discourse about national threat.  

When the White House boosted its public communication about the threat to Americans 

posed by ISIL, the press was likely to respond by echoing those concerns.  On September 10, 

2014, President Obama delivered a national address in which he described ISIL as a Òthreat to 

the people of Iraq and Syria, and the broader Middle EastÑ including American citizensÓ (para. 

1).  According to The American Presidency Project, August and September 2014 and February 

and May 2015 saw spikes in the percent of the presidentÕs public communications that were 

devoted to Iraq, Syria or ISIL (see Figure 5).  During these times, I expect to see the highest 

levels of press echoing, both in terms of national identity and national threat.  The literature is 
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silent on whether we should see different levels of echoing in print or online news media.  Based 

on the self-described differences between news outlets, such as Slate and traditional print venues, 

I suspect that some differences could emerge between platforms, but I do not have enough of an 

indication to make an informed prediction.  Given the above considerations, I pose the following 

hypothesis and research question: 

   

H3:  Press echoing of national identity and national threat will spike following 
times of high presidential communicationÑ i.e., in August and September 
2014 and February and May 2015. 

   
RQ7:  Did national identity and national threat echoing differ between print and 

online news outlets? 
 
RQ8:  Was national identity or national threat more closely linked to press 

echoing of the president? 
 

The goal of this chapter was to present a series of arguments about relationships between 

press independence, and the tug-of-war between watchdog journalism and the objectivity norm 

and provide a rationale for the above hypotheses regarding indexing and echoing theories.  The 

above discussion sought to clarify areas of uncertainty with each of these theories.  I first 

reviewed the social forces that have historically influenced news media, paying special attention 

to economic factors.  Next, I documented the current trends in journalism and linked the shift 

from print to online news to the theories of indexing and echoing.  I wrapped up by tying the 

theoretical predictions of indexing and echoing theories to the current case study of U.S. policy 

toward ISIL.  At the heart of this content analysis is the notion that journalists are constantly 

negotiating between the two metaphors of new media: the mirror and the searchlight.  When the 

mirror model wins out, indexing and echoing tend to rise; when the searchlight metaphor reigns, 

they tend to drop.  As echoing and indexing are driven by similar processes, the quotation 
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practices and reliance on the administrationÕs rhetoric should theoretically follow the same logic 

as that of indexing. 

The next chapter builds on this one by providing a rationale for why variation in indexing 

and echoing matter for public opinion about foreign policy.  Specifically, I rely on intergroup 

emotions theory (IET) to argue that when national threat is made salient and policy is presented 

in a way that accentuates the strength of the in-group, members of the in-group will tend to 

respond with group anger (Mackie et al., 2000).  Conversely, when threat to the in-group is 

presented as low and the in-group is portrayed as weak, in-group members are likely to respond 

with group anxiety.  In this way group anger and group anxiety have divergent origins.  Anger 

about terrorism is important because it has been shown to produce support for war policies 

(Sadler et al., 2005), result in less tolerance toward out-groups (Skitka et al., 2006), and generate 

high presidential approval ratings (Huddy et al., 2005), while anxiety works in the opposite 

direction. 
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Chapter 3: Identity, Emotion, and Media Coverage of National Threat 

 Following the public beheadings of Americans James Foley on August 19, 2014, Steven 

Sotloff on September 2, 2014, and the kidnapping, rape, and death of Kayla Mueller on February 

5, 2015, the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) emerged as one of the greatest perceived 

threats to the American people (Pew Research Center, 2014, 2015).  In fact, a Pew poll 

conducted in August 2014 found that only 5% of respondents reported that ISIL was a not a 

threat (Pew Research Center, 2014).  Given the consistently high levels of threat perception 

related to terrorist attacks against America, it makes sense for political communication scholars 

to examine how people respond to national threat from terrorists (e.g., Lambert et al., 2010; 

Skitka et al., 2006).  Much work in this area has focused on the emotional response of audiences 

to national threat, finding that anger and fear are among the most frequently reported emotions 

(Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003; Lambert et al., 2010; Lerner et al., 2003).   

Since the terrorist attacks against America on September 11, 2001, researchers have made 

significant gains in understanding the role of news media as a carrier of terrorist threats to the 

nation (Davis & Silver, 2004; Davies, Steele, & Markus, 2008; Gadarian, 2010), the emotional 

response of audiences to threat coverage (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; Lerner and Keltner, 

2001; Sadler et al., 2005), and the subsequent consequences of anger and fear (Fischer, Haslam, 

& Smith, 2010; Lerner et al., 2003; Skitka et al., 2006).  While a great deal has been learned 

about the effects of anger and fear at the personal level (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; 

Lerner and Keltner, 2001), relatively less work has been devoted to linking the national threat of 

terror to group emotion and the ultimate outcome of this process on public opinion (for an 

exception see Lambert et al., 2010).  I argue that much could be learned about the processes 

underlying AmericansÕ attitude formation regarding antiterrorism policies by combining the 
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above variablesÑ news coverage of national threat, group-level emotional response, and policy 

preferencesÑ in a single study.  Broadly then, this project is concerned with exploring the 

consequences of a media climate characterized by amplified threat perception and national 

identity on political attitudes.  

 In this section, I begin by defining the key terms of threat and emotion.  I next link these 

concepts to theories of identity and news media that supply the rationale for how these variables 

relate to one another.  The chapter concludes with a set of hypotheses and research questions that 

follow from this discussion.  The amount of scholarly attention devoted this topic speaks to the 

importance of this line of research (Feldman, Huddy, & Cassese, 2012; Mackie et al., 2004; 

Yzerbyt, Dumont, Wigboldus, & Gordijn, 2003).  The shortcoming with much of this research, 

however, is that it tends to be observational (see Huddy, Feldman, & Cassese, 2007; Sadler et al., 

2005).  The present work contributes to this line of research by experimentally testing the effect 

of news coverage of ISIL as a national threat to the United States, feelings of group anger and 

group fear, and subsequent support or opposition for military action and intergroup sentiment.  

Another key benefit of the present research is that it extends this stream of literature beyond the 

George W. Bush-era focus on 9/11, thereby testing whether these previous findings will be the 

same under a different administration. 

Threat, Emotion, and Social Identification 

 Stein (2013) defined threat as verbal or nonverbal actions that Òsignal the capacity and 

intention to inflict harmÓ for engaging or not engaging in particular behaviors (p. 1).  When 

President Obama (2014) declared that ISIL was not Islamic and that ÒISIL poses a threat to the 

people of Iraq and Syria and the broader Middle EastÑ including American citizens,Ó and Òwe 

will degrade and ultimately destroy the terrorist group known as ISILÓ (paras. 1-4), he spelled 
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out where the threat was coming from (ISIL, not Islam), who was in danger because of the threat 

(Americans citizens, as a group), and the appropriate national response to the threat (degrade and 

destroy ISIL).  Notably absent from the presidentÕs quotation is any reference to emotion, that is, 

he did not say whether Americans should feel angry, sad, fearful, confused, etc.  This highlights 

an important point of clarification in this analysis: I view threat as a feature of news coverage, 

and emotional response as an audience-level variable.  For instance, when news media use 

phrases, such as ÒdegradeÓ and/or Òdestroy,Ó in relation to U.S. response toward ISIL, they not 

only echo the administrationÕs language, but also perpetuate a climate of high threat perception 

at the collective level.  Coverage about national threat matters insofar as these cues trigger an 

emotional response in audiencesÑ group anger or group fear, for exampleÑ prompting support 

for group action or inaction, respectively (Stein, 2013).   

This explanation of emotional response to group threat to survival is consistent with the 

way Brader (2006) defines emotion: a Òphysiological and mental disposition triggered by the 

brain in response to the perceived significance of a situation or object for an individualÕs goals 

(up to and including survival)Ó (p. 51).  Viewing coverage of national threat as a media variable 

and emotion as an audience-response variable thus helps to decouple the two concepts of threat 

and emotion, which are often conflated (see Davis & Silver, 2004; Fischer, Greitemeyer, 

Kastenmuller, Frey, & Obwals, 2007; Gadarian, 2010).   

 Tajfel (1978) defined social identity as Òthat part of an individual which derives his 

knowledge of his membership in a social group together with the value and social significance 

attached to that membershipÓ (p. 63).  Social identity theory (SIT) contends that identifying with 

a group at the collective level, rather than the personal level, is predicated on positive social 

comparison, with the goal of increasing self-esteem (Abrams & Hogg, 1999; Tajfel, 1978).  
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When a personÕs sense of self is linked to a group, group members see themselves as 

interchangeable with other group members and are able to experience emotion on their behalf.   

Smith and colleagues did the important work of extending emotion from a personal 

experience to a group-level phenomenon with their social emotions model (Smith, 1993, 1999), 

and later intergroup emotions theory (Devos, Silver, Mackie, and Smith, 2002; Mackie et al., 

2000; Mackie et al., 2004).  The logic of group emotion in these theories is intuitively 

compelling when considering, for example, the feeling of ecstasy experienced by Americans 

when American sports teams win international events, such as the Olympics or the World Cup 

(Mackie et al., 2004).  Continuing the sports examples, the fundamental shift from personal to 

group emotion occurs when Americans experience emotions in response to group status or well-

being even when they are not personally involved with the outcome of the competition.  The 

typical American does not personally benefit from these types of wins with an endorsement deal, 

or suffer harm when the national team loses.  According to this approach, intergroup emotion is 

similar to emotion at the personal level, but is contingent upon social identification with a group 

(Mackie et al., 2000).  Mackie et al. (2004) note that experiencing intergroup emotion is 

grounded in social identification, and results from situations or events that Òreflect the relative 

well -being of the groups to which people belong, independent of their personal involvement in 

those events,Ó and are distinguishable from individual emotions because group emotions are 

Òexperienced on behalf of the group even if the circumstances that engender it have no 

consequences for individual well-beingÓ (p. 230).   

Theories of Group Identity   

Fischer, Haslam, and Smith (2010) described the development of intergroup relations as a 

Òsocial communication processÓ in which in-group members interpret threat from the out-group 
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based on how the groups are characterized in relation to each other, typically as a function of 

which groups are classified as strong or weak (p. 148).  Harwood, Giles, and Palomares (2005) 

note, Òintergroup communication is not communication that occurs between groups.  Rather, it 

occurs when the transmission or reception of messages is influenced by the group memberships 

of the individuals involvedÓ (p. 3).  These clarifications help to explain why social identity 

theory (SIT) and its offshoot, self-categorization theory (SCT), can have powerful effects in the 

context of mass communication occurring at the collective level.  The early version of SIT 

(Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) emphasized the role of positive social comparison as the 

psychological motivation behind group identification.  Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, and 

Wetherell (1987) subsequently advanced the SCT approach by highlighting the cognitive and 

situational components underlying intergroup behavior.  Social psychologists then built on these 

models by amplifying the role of emotion, particularly in the area of political communication via 

affective intelligence theory (Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen, 2000) and intergroup emotions 

theory (Mackie et al., 2000).  This section follows this approach by integrating social identity 

theory, self-categorization theory, and intergroup emotions theory, placing them in the context of 

political communication, and concludes by proposing an experiment that tests theory. 

Social identity theory (SIT) contends that identifying with a group at the collective level, 

rather than as a person at the individual level, achieves the function of increasing self-esteem 

(Abrams & Hogg, 1999; Tajfel, 1978).  Positive social comparison between groups maintains 

group distinctiveness in a way that allows members to value their group identity over their 

personal identity.  Identifying with a group requires emotionally charged knowledge from the 

group member that he or she is a member of a group (Tajfel, 1982).  Turner (1985) describes the 

process of social identification as occurring in three steps.  First, based on the salience of social 
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identity, individuals categorize themselves as belonging to an in-group and others as belonging 

to an out-group.  Second, individuals acknowledge or become aware of the prototypical 

behaviors or norms of the groups in question and that these norms are distinct from each other.  

Finally, the group member will internalize the stereotypical thoughts and behaviors of oneÕs in-

group.   

 Self-categorization theory (SCT) emphasizes the idea that social and individual identities 

are always in flux, highlighting the cognitive and situational aspects of group salience that group 

members use to self-stereotype (Hogg, 1996; Turner et al., 1987).  SCT consists of a process of 

group categorization in which people rely on environmental stimuli and group cues to situate 

themselves into a category.  The result of both SIT and SCT is that members simultaneously 

maximize in-group similarities and maximize intergroup differences, thereby encouraging 

stereotypic thinking and behavior.  Once people categorize themselves as members of a group, 

membership is crystallized through the recognition and acceptance of in-group norms and the 

rejection of out-group norms (Abrams & Hogg, 1990).   

 One particularly useful theoretical advance of SCT has been the emphasis on prototypes.  

A group prototype can be thought of as an individual who possesses the defining characteristics 

of a group (Davies et al., 2008; Hogg & Reid, 2006).  When the prototype is perceived to be 

similar to other group members, he or she is able to convey group norms and promote in-group 

cohesion (McGarty, Turner, Hogg, David, & Wetherell, 1992).  Huddy (2013) notes that a group 

prototype defines the limits of group behavior and beliefs and would include individuals such as 

President Barack Obama for American audiences.  As such, the preeminent prototype in the 

context of American politics is the president, as he or she is uniquely situated as the commander-

in-chief of the nation (Reicher & Hopkins, 1996).  Sharing ideals valued among Americans, such 



 84 

as freedom, democracy, and patriotism, increases the likelihood that the presidentÕs message will 

be heeded by media and the public (Lakoff, 1987).  Scholars emphasizing the prototype approach 

to SCT have found that when leaders are able to situate themselves in the symbolic center of a 

group, they increase their perceived legitimacy (Hogg, 2001; Hogg, Hains, & Mason, 1998).  

Turner et al. (1987) point out that adoption of salient group attributes rests on readiness and fit, 

which refer to the resonance of a stimulus (e.g., message or news coverage about the group) with 

previous experience and how well a group stimulus matches real life categories.  Degree of fit 

looms large in intergroup conflict when a prototype is involved.  For example, Reicher and 

Hopkins (1996) examined a speech by Margaret Thatcher following a London bombing, arguing 

that by locating herself at the heart of the battle between Òdemocracy and terrorismÓ she 

increased the perceived prototypicality of her attributes and position (p. 369).  Leaders are best 

able to inspire collective action when the audience is cast as a unified in-group, and the leader is 

framed as a surrogate for the group.  When attempting to make connections with a public that is 

large and heterogeneous, prototypes often rely on mass communication to convey prototypical 

symbols with members of the audience. 

Identity Theories and News Media 

Applying the principles of SIT and SCT to the current work, it follows that news media 

are the primary vehicle used by group prototypes to relay group norms to audiences.  Describing 

the press, Fischer et al. (2010) argued that Òthose who have the responsibility for communicating 

to others the meaning of particular acts of terrorism (e.g., political leaders, media commentators) 

have a key role to play in shaping the responsesÓ by Òfirst making salient a given social identity 

and then drawing attention to the way in which a given act is a threat to that identityÓ (p. 148).   
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News media typically transfer group norms in two ways: (a) defining which groups are in 

oppositionÑ in this case, the U.S. and ISIL, and (b) specifying the nature of the disagreementÑ

in this case, we are in armed conflict with ISIL with the aim of degrading and destroying their 

forces.  The result, Curran (2005) argues, is that media can help to crystallize consensus around 

policies introduced in support of group values and mobilize citizens toward achieving group 

goals.  When viewers adopt norms at the group level, as opposed to the individual level, the 

attributes and emotions associated with them are likely to be amplified (Abrams & Hogg, 1990).  

Abrams and Hogg (1990) argue that when issues are viewed from a group perspective, 

polarization occurs, in the form of intensified attitudes.  Emotionally charged attitudes are often 

coupled with the tendency to overestimate the in-groupÕs status or strength, and when group 

membership colors the formation of political attitudes, they are likely to be more intense and 

extreme than on their own (Abrams & Hogg, 1990).  This means that people tend to view the in-

group as a united front and the out-group as a monolithic opponent.  Consequently, group 

members engage in an internalization process in which they adopt the groupÕs attitude or opinion 

as their own (Reid, 1983). Price (1989) describes the process of news media sparking self-

categorization in this way:  

A message focusing on conflict between social groups initiates a process of social 

categorization: recipients of the message are cued to think of themselves and others in 

relation to the issue primarily as members of those groups rather than as isolated persons.  

The salience of message recipientsÕ group membership is (a) increased (cued or 

triggered) by the presentation of group conflict in the message. (p. 203)   

Having oriented oneself to a group perspective, subsequent processing of information 

proceeds in a stereotypical manner.  Put simply, when group identities are activated, perceived 
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differences between groups are amplified, and emotions are intensified.  Consequently, group 

members are more inclined to behave according to group membership than individual identity.  

Moreover, Huddy (2013) notes that this process is sped up for strong-group members when 

intergroup relations are emotionally charged.  Given the growing body of research regarding the 

role of emotion, particularly in the area of political psychology (Neuman, Marcus, Crigler, & 

MacKuen, 2007), it makes sense for political communication scholars to build on this foundation 

and explicate the determinants and outcomes of various emotions.  In sum, viewers rely on 

media to learn about how they should respond to political issues.  Media convey how 

prototypical group members think and act about an issue, which in turn signals to group 

members the normative attitudes they ought to adopt.  

Emotion 

 As defined previously, emotion should be thought of as an internal (audience) response 

triggered by a situational, environmental, and/or identity cue, often positioning a person, group, 

or object as the target of the emotion (Brader, 2006).  In this way, emotion is distinct from its 

closest forebears, affect and mood, which refer to the awareness of experiencing an emotion and 

a general state of being, respectively.  Emotion is tied to a specific stimulus or target whereas 

affect is typically associated with an evaluation, e.g., good/bad or positive/negative (Crigler & 

Hevron, 2014), and mood is most closely linked with a general internal impression (Rahn, 2000).  

 The two emotions I focus on in the present study are group anger and group fear/anxiety.  

Mackie et al. (2004) describe the antecedents to these emotions in the following way: 

an action that harms the ingroup and is perpetrated by a strong outgroup (perhaps 

suggesting that the ingroup does not have the resources to cope with the threat) should 

invoke fear.  On the other hand, when the ingroup is appraised as having the resources (in 
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terms of numbers, power, or legitimacy) to deal with an outgroupÕs negative action, anger 

is the theoretically more likely emotion to be triggered. (p. 229)   

Berkowitz and Harmon-Jones (2004) defined Òanger as a syndrome of relatively specific 

feelings, cognitions, and physiological reactions linked associatively with an urge to injure some 

targetÓ (p. 108; emphasis original), hence the strong action tendency associated with anger.  Fear 

and anxiety are among the most thoroughly studied emotions in political psychology (Brader & 

Marcus, 2013).  Brader and Marcus (2013) define fear as an emotional state Òassociated with 

clear threats and more purely avoidance reactions,Ó and anxiety as a state Òassociated with 

ambiguous threats and a mix of approach reactions and risk aversionÓ (p. 9).  Although fear and 

anxiety can be distinguished conceptually, the vast majority of studies conflate the two terms 

operationally by including questions of Òfear,Ó Òafraid,Ó Òworry,Ó and ÒanxietyÓ in their scales 

for each term (see Gadarian, 2010; Kamans, Otten, & Gordijn, 2010; Smith, Seger & Mackie, 

2007).  Further confusing the usage of the terms with respect to intergroup emotions theory is 

that Ò group anxietyÓ is the term associated with IET by some scholars (see Feldman et al., 

2012), while others opt for Ògroup fearÓ (see Mackie et al., 2000).  I therefore use the terms 

interchangeably in this work, and acknowledge that numerous scholars use nearly identical 

scales to refer to group anxiety and group fear, and that they generally refer to the same type of 

avoidance/defensive state (Brader & Marcus, 2013).    

Scholars generally employ one of three models when studying emotion: (a) 

approach/avoidance, (b) appraisals, or (c) neural processing.  Approach/avoidance models 

implicitly attach an evaluative aspect to emotions and often view emotions as rewarding 

(approach) or punishing (avoidance).  This stream of research views emotions as residing on a 

continuum from ÒhotÓ to cold (Lodge & Taber, 2013), though scholars working in this area have 
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acknowledged the benefits of moving beyond the simplistic binary distinction.  Appraisal models 

bring to the fore cognitive assessments of emotions directed toward achieving oneÕs goals and 

consist of both a conscious and automatic aspects (Lazarus, 1991; Scherer, Schorr, & Johnstone, 

2001; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985).  Scholars adhering to the appraisal model argue that cognitive 

interpretations of situations (appraisals) can be mapped onto distinct emotions (Dillard, 1994; 

Jansz, 2005).  For example, control and uncertainty (appraisals) can help people to differentiate 

between traditionally negative emotions such as fear and anger (Smith & Ellworth, 1985), with 

high control and certainty eliciting anger and low control and certainty fostering fear.  Appraisals 

are thought to help people negotiate between an internal state and their external environment by 

giving meaning to a situation and applying the proper emotion.   

Neural models of emotion assume that two systems guide emotional response: 

enthusiasm and fear, which correspond roughly to success and threat, respectively (Brader, 

2006).  According to this view, the enthusiasm system tracks an individualÕs path toward success 

or progress when achieving a goal.  An emotional sense of achievement is thought to energize a 

person and produce motivation to push on.  If people sense that they are failing to accomplish 

goals, they are likely to lose heart and quit.  Conversely, the fear system is said to scan the 

environment for signs of threat.  This system functions primarily as a protective mechanism in 

which unease directs people to reevaluate their current situation.  This reassessment could 

produce information seeking, thinking about alternative possibilities, or taking action targeted at 

mitigating a threat (see LeDoux, 1998).  The neural explanation provides the foundation for well-

known models, such as affective intelligence theoryÕs notion of disposition and surveillance 

systems (see Marcus et al., 2000).  
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Affective intelligence and intergroup emotions theories. Of particular import for the 

current work is the appraisal approach.  Brader and Marcus (2013) note that many scholars blend 

the appraisal and neural approaches, and Ònow use appraisal to refer to the brainÕs assessment of 

some internal or external situationÓ (p. 6; emphasis in original), which is first experienced 

beyond the awareness in the individual.  Two theories adhering to contemporary appraisal 

models are affective intelligence theory (AIT) (Marcus & MacKuen, 1993; Marcus et al., 2000) 

and intergroup emotions theory (IET) (Mackie et al., 2004).  While the general thrust of the 

theories is similar, IET is the best fit for the current work because of its strong emphasis on 

social identification and group-level emotion. 

 AIT takes a revised neural-appraisal approach, emphasizing information processing with 

an eye toward information seeking and decision making.  IET combines the appraisal approach 

with identity theories and highlights the role of negative emotion on intergroup relations.  Both 

of these theories distinguish between two emotions: anxiety and enthusiasm (AIT) and anger and 

fear (IET).  In both theories, anxiety/fear evoke greater attention to alternatives and information 

seeking and tends to drive individuals to reevaluate the current situation.  AIT views enthusiasm 

as leading to higher levels of political engagement with respect to oneÕs predispositions.  

According to IET, anger activates action-oriented attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors as a type of 

defensive response to an external threat (Huddy et al., 2007).  Another area of agreement 

between AIT and IET is that each view emotions as discrete and guided by appraisals.  That is, 

both theories go beyond the basic positive/negative binary distinction and argue that 

preconscious interpretations color subsequent assessments of situations (Marcus, 2012).  

Although these theories share a certain amount of overlap, they are not interchangeable, and the 

variables in each cannot be substituted for corresponding variables in their counterpart. 
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Marcus et al. (2000) argue that the brain is governed by two systems: disposition and 

surveillance.  The disposition system manages levels of enthusiasm based on assessments of 

learned, rehearsed, and accepted behavior and thought patterns.  The disposition system assesses 

and compares the internal state to the external environment and determines the likelihood of the 

current behavior or thought patterns to successfully achieve a goal; i.e., Òis the plan being 

executed in an expected and successful fashion, or is the plan failing?Ó (Marcus et al., 2000, p. 

47).  When the plan is being executed successfully, enthusiasm is likely to follow; when the plan 

appears to be failing, enthusiasm decreases.  By comparison, the surveillance system manages 

levels of anxiety based on assessments of novelty or threat.  The surveillance system monitors 

the environment to determine whether stimuli deserve greater attention.  That is, the surveillance 

systemÕs Òfunction is to stop ongoing action, shift attention to the novel stimuli, uncouple 

reliance of habit, and foster greater motivation for learningÓ (p. 56).  The surveillance system 

governs levels of anxiety; when anxiety is low, motivation for higher-order cognition is low, 

when anxiety is high, due to threat or novel stimuli, people are motivated to reevaluate 

alternatives..  

Intergroup emotions theory (IET) also specifies that discrete emotions have divergent 

origins and effects, but this process operates in a slightly different manner than with AIT.  As the 

name suggests, IET places a greater emphasis on identity and group behavior than AIT, positing 

that emotion can be experienced on the group level (Mackie et al., 2000; Mackie & Smith, 1998; 

Smith, 1993).  IET thus couples social identity models of group behavior with appraisal models 

of emotion in an effort to explain intergroup phenomena such as in-group favoritism, out-group 

animosity, support for group action, and support for prototypical political leaders (Feldman et al., 

2012).  In particular, Mackie et al. (2004) noted that social identification with a group leads to 
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appraising situations at the group level, allowing emotions to be experienced on behalf of fellow 

group members. 

Mackie et al. (2000) demonstrated that group threat is key to eliciting group emotion 

from audiences: a Òthreatening intergroup situation (i.e., one in which groups were in conflict 

and social identification had occurred), different appraisals of theoretically relevant features of 

the intergroup situation would produce specifically different emotional reactionsÓ (p. 603).  IET 

holds that group emotionsÑ group anger or group fearÑ arise when the contextual features of a 

situation are appraised from a group perspective and perceived to affect the well-being of the 

group, not the individual.  IET contends that group anxiety is elicited when group members 

perceive their in-group to be weak, or a rival out-group to be strong.  When the in-group is 

perceived as stronger than the out-group, anger is evoked (Mackie et al., 2004).  In this way, IET 

relies on previously described patterns of self-stereotyping, including the recognition and 

adoption of group norms, behavior, and thoughts (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  Intergroup emotions 

weight heavily on the in-group and the out-group appraisals of the situation, and experiencing 

emotions at the group level is contingent upon social identification.  As IET privileges group-

level emotion, the primary predictor of emotion is the perceived well-being of the in-group as 

opposed to personal well-being, with emotions residing solely at the personal level otherwise.  

Causes and consequences of group anger and group anxiety. Huddy (2013) explained 

the link between perceptions of group strength, emotion, and action tendencies in the following 

way: Òmembers of stronger groups can afford to feel angry at an opponent because they are more 

certain that retaliatory action against their weaker opponent will succeedÓ (p. 12).  In short, 

group anger is predicted to be the response to ÒgoodÓ news, for example, when media portray the 

in-group (America) as strong and/or ISIL as weak.  When Americans hear ÒbadÓ news, such as, 
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when America is described as weak and/or ISIL is depicted as strong, then group fear/anxiety 

should follow.  Numerous studies have shown that heightened perceptions of national threat and 

group strength are associated with high levels of anger among Americans (Feldman et al., 2012; 

Mackie et al., 2000; Musgrove & McGarty, 2008).  When initially developing IET, Mackie et al. 

(2000) manipulated the perceived strength of groups in news stories related to threats to gay 

rights and found that when group members perceived their in-group as strong (likely to win a 

political battle), they reported higher levels of anger toward the out-group (anti-gay rights 

group).  In the context of terrorist threat, Musgrove and McGarty (2008) found that in-group 

members were more likely to respond with anger when they had confidence that their group was 

successfully able to overcome the threat than when they perceived their group as incapable of 

withstanding a threat.  Relying on national surveys, other scholars have observed that viewing 

Saddam Hussein as a threat to America predicted anger (Feldman et al., 2012; Huddy et al., 

2007). 

Perceptions of in-group strength have been shown to be a major predictor of group 

emotion with high anxiety being associated with portrayals of the in-group as weak (Sadler et al., 

2005).  Huddy et al. (2005) helped to clarify the relationship between in-group weakness and 

group anxiety by observing that anxiety was related to uncertainty, and when levels of anxiety 

among Americans were high, people tended to view military action in the Middle East as risky 

and reported decreased support for military action.  Relatedly, Lerner and Keltner (2001) found 

that fearful people tended to be risk averse while angry people were more likely to be risk-takers.  

Mackie et al. (2000) also explored differences between group anxiety and group anger and found 

that anxiety was associated with aversive behavior, and anger was associated with aggressive 

collective action.  Specifically, they found that group anger mediated the relationship between 
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perceived in-group strength and the desire to confront the out-group while group fear mediated 

the relationship between perceived in-group weakness and the desire to avoid the out-group 

(Mackie et al., 2000).  Manipulating perceptions of in-group strength by varying depictions of 

certainty of victory and the ability of the in-group to control the outcome of an intergroup 

conflict is consistent with the way previous research describes the antecedents of group emotion. 

Intergroup emotions theory helps to clarify the role of group threat on emotion by noting 

that Òanger is seen as a collective response to threat from a weaker out-group that is felt most 

intensely by strong group identifiersÓ (Feldman et al., 2012, p. 133).  IET thus builds on social 

identity theory and emotional appraisal theories, which contend that group anger is evoked when 

the a threat is viewed as weak and the group member perceives that he or she has some ability to 

control the outcome of the situation, and when an external threat is perceived to be strong and 

controlling the outcome is less certain, group anxiety will follow (Carver, 2004; Smith & 

Ellsworth, 1985).  From an appraisal perspective, group anger and group anxiety diverge based 

on the level of perceived control one has over a threatening situation (Feldman et al., 2012).  

When the threat comes from a group that one perceives to be strong, then group anxiety is more 

likely to follow (Smith, Seger, & Mackie, 2007).   

The above discussion makes three things clear.  First, social identification is necessary in 

order to experience emotions at the group level.  Second, perceived threat to the in-group from 

an out-group can induce group members to interpret the situation in intergroup terms, and elicit 

group-level emotions from group members.  Third, perceptions of group strength are a key 

determinant of which group emotionÑ anger or fearÑ group members will experience, and group 

strength often depends on how certain group members are that their group will succeed/fail and 

the level of control over the outcome of an intergroup conflict they perceive their group as 
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possessing.   Importantly, different emotions correspond to distinct preferences for group-based 

action.  Mackie et al. (2000) described these tendencies as Òexpressed intentionsÓ for group 

behavior, with action tendencies being associated with group anger and reflecting a Òdesire to 

move against or harm the out-group,Ó while avoidance tendencies were associated with group 

fear and push group members to Òmove away from, avoidÓ the out-group (p. 603).  Another 

crucial point is that news media play a key role as a conduit in disseminating depictions of 

national threat and group strength to the public.  The transmission function of the mass media 

has the capacity to perpetuate and amplify a climate of high threat perception, thus making it 

more likely that social identification, group emotion, and subsequent support for antiterrorism 

policies will follow.  

The Present Research  

Intergroup emotions theory (IET) incorporates the above observations into its core tenets, 

and notes that variation in levels of group identification, the level of group threat, and 

perceptions of group strength will determine the type of emotion experienced by group members.  

Consistent with the above considerations, I argue that news coverage of national threat will lead 

to support for war policies.  In particular, when coverage of national threat is coupled with 

coverage that current policies are succeeding, then group anger is likely to follow, which will in 

turn lead to support for military policies through group anger.  Depictions of military success 

serve as a proxy for in-group strength as they directly tap into the concept of certainty of group 

success and control over the outcome of the intergroup conflict (see Huddy, 2013; Smith & 

Ellworth, 1985).  Coverage of military success should supplement threat coverage and implicitly 

generate the sense that America, the in-group, is stronger than ISIL.  This could also be thought 

of as a process in which, when certainty of victory is high and perceived risk of failure is low, 
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then group anger and support for action should follow (see Lerner & Keltner, 2001).  Group 

anxiety should be elicited among Americans when the in-group (America) is portrayed as weak, 

and/or ISIL is portrayed as strong.  When U.S. military efforts are depicted as failing to achieve 

their goals, then lack of perceived certainty about winning the battle with ISIL is high and should 

result in group anxiety.  I expect that news coverage of national threat (high/low) works 

differently when paired with depictions of group strength as being high (success) or low (failure) 

when predicting group emotions. 

Arguments and Hypotheses 

 Because intergroup emotions theory is concerned with action and inaction broadly, the 

most basic test of the theory would be to see whether group anger and group anxiety drive 

support and opposition to general military action, respectively.  This model has been consistently 

supported.  Relying on multiple waves of a national survey, Huddy et al. (2007) found that 

anxiety negatively predicted support for war while anger positively predicted support for war.  

Gadarian (2010) experimentally examined news coverage of 9/11 and found that negative 

emotions broadly (i.e., anger) coincided with threatening depictions of the terrorist attacks, 

which in turn drove support hawkish militarism.  Here, I consider combat policies in four ways: 

(a) U.S. military action, (b) foreign military action, (c) sending U.S. ground troops, and (d) U.S. 

engaging in airstrikes.  Given these considerations, my first hypotheses for the experiment are as 

follows:  

 

H4a: Group anger will mediate the relationship between in-group threat ×!in-
group strength and support for combat policies, such that those in the high 
in-group threat condition, and who read articles emphasizing high in-
group strength will report the highest levels of group anger and thus the 
highest levels of support for combat policies in Iraq and Syria. 
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H4b: Group anxiety will mediate the relationship between in-group threat ×!in-
group strength and support for combat policies, such that those in the low 
in-group threat condition, and who read articles emphasizing low in-group 
strength will report the highest levels of group anxiety and thus the lowest 
levels of support for combat policies in Iraq and Syria. 

 
 

 

Figure 3. Visual depiction of H4b: in-group threat as X, in-group strength as W, group anxiety as 
M, and combat policies as Y, outcome variables. 

 
One area of uncertainty has to do with the structure of the mediation models.  Mackie et 

al. (2004) argue that experiencing group emotions is dependent upon social identification with 

oneÕs in-group.  Assessing the level of in-group identification has been measured through self-

categorization into a group (Mackie et al., 2000), listing things respondents have in common 

with a group (Fischer et al., 2010), and nationalistic scales (Smith et al., 2007).  If social 

identification is a boundary condition for experiencing group emotions, then it is possible that 

nationalism could serve as an additional moderator between group threat and group strength 

when prediction group emotion.  In the current study, I opted to measure nationalism because the 

intergroup conflict was international in nature and nationalism has been shown to produce 

support for military policies (Federico et al., 2005).  This type of model would take the form of a 
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three-way interaction: nationalism !  national threat (high/low) ! !in-group strength (high/low) 

!  group emotion.  Given the above possibility, I pose the following research question: 

 
 
RQ9:     Will nationalism condition the relationships between in-group threat !  in- 

group strength when predicting group emotions, a three-way moderated-
mediation model?  

 
 

Another area of uncertainty concerns the relationships between group emotions and 

outcome variables.  Because most studies in this line of research do not distinguish between 

types of foreign policies, it is not clear the effect group emotions will have on non-combat 

polices.  Sadler et al. (2005), for example, developed scales related to strong and moderate 

military action by comparing non-combat policies such as humanitarian aid and surveillance with 

combat-centric policies such as sending ground troops, finding that anger mediated the 

relationship between attributions of responsibility about the September 11, 2001 attacks and 

aggressive military action while fear depressed support for military response.  Similarly, Batson, 

Chao, and Givens (2009) found that when viewers read stories about a U.S. Marine who was 

tortured by terrorists, they reported higher levels of anger than when the news stories emphasized 

that terrorists tortured foreign coalition soldiers.  Given the wealth of research on coverage of 

prisoner treatment at Abu Ghraib in the literature on foreign policy (see Bennett et al., 2006), it 

makes sense to examine how group emotions are related to non-combat policies, including 

support for torture.  I consider support for four non-combat policies, each emphasizing some 

form of indirect military involvement: (a) U.S. sending advisers, (b) U.S. sending humanitarian 

aid, (c) U.S. negotiating with ISIL, and (d) support for U.S. torturing ISIL prisoners.  I pose the 

following research question: 
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RQ10a: Will t he relationships described in H4a (group anger mediation model) 
differ when the outcome variables shift from support for combat-policies 
(e.g., boots on the ground) to support for non-combat polices (e.g., 
humanitarian aid)?  

  

RQ10b: Will the relationships described in H4b (group anxiety mediation models) 
differ when the outcome variables shift from support for combat-policies 
(e.g., boots on the ground) to support for non-combat polices (e.g., 
humanitarian aid)?  

 

In addition to specific foreign policies, I also examine whether group emotion affects 

three outcome variables related to group sentiment: (a) modern racism toward Muslims, (b) 

patriotism, and (c) presidential approval.  Much attention has been devoted to the relationships 

between group threat, emotion, and out-group derogation/in-group favoritism (Kinder & 

Sanders, 1986; Meldelberg, 2001; Sears, 1988).  The aim of the current work is not to engage the 

multiple lines of research regarding race, popularly studied as racial resentment (Kinder & 

Sanders, 1996), modern racism (McConahay, 1982, 1986), and symbolic racism (Kinder & 

Sears, 1981; McConahay & Hough, 1976; Sears & Kinder, 1971).  Rather, I simply acknowledge 

the fact that this broad tradition can inform intergroup emotions theory by helping to direct 

predictions related to in- and out-group sentiment.   

I assess out-group derogation by employing Wohl and BranscombeÕs (2009) modern 

racism scale to capture respondentsÕ perceptions toward Muslims.  In order to assess in-group 

favoritism I use Federico, Golec, and DialÕs (2005) patriotism scale.  Specific wording of each 

question is provided in the Method section.  Although multiple scales exist that address the 

concepts of in- and out-group sentiment, these particular approaches are preferable to others 

because they were developed and applied specifically in relation to U.S.-Iraq relations and center 
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around threat, news media, and support for military policy.  Wohl and Branscombe (2009), for 

example, used an experiment to test whether being reminded of past terrorist attacks would 

produce racism toward Muslims.  It did not.  Federico et al. (2005) distinguished between 

nationalism and patriotism, with the former being an aggressive and dominant view of oneÕs 

country and the latter referring to a love of oneÕs country.  They found that nationalism predicted 

support for military policy while patriotism did not.  Therefore, I include nationalism as a control 

variable in all regression models and include love of country (patriotism) as an outcome variable.  

A full list of control variables is offered in the Method section.    

Next, while there is a large body of literature devoted to understanding the determinants 

of presidential approval (see Edwards, 2003), relatively less attention has been paid to 

presidential approval with respect to group anxiety or group anger.  In one study, scholars 

observed that anxiety negatively predicted approval for George W. Bush (Huddy et al., 2005).  

There are, however, studies in the social identity literature that focus on prototypical political 

leaders that suggest that support for war is positively related to presidential approval (see Reicher 

& Hopkins, 2001).  Moreover, the well-documented rally-around-the-flag phenomenon (Mueller, 

1970) suggests that during times of national crisis, presidents experience a bump in support.  

Examining presidential support for Bush, Lambert et al. (2010) found, across four experiments, 

that anger was positively related to approval ratings and anxiety was negatively related approval 

ratings.  With the above considerations in mind, I pose the following research question:  

 

RQ11a: Will the relationships described in H4a (group anger mediation models) 
differ when the outcome variables shift from support for combat-policies 
(e.g., boots on the ground) to group sentiment (e.g., modern racism toward 
Muslims)?  
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RQ11b: Will the relationships described in H4b (group anxiety mediation models) 
differ when the outcome variables shift from support for combat-policies 
(e.g., boots on the ground) to group sentiment (e.g., modern racism toward 
Muslims)?  

 

 The final portion of the analysis addresses a key shortcoming in this line of research.  All 

of the aforementioned hypotheses and research questions associated with this experiment have 

thus far focused on group emotion (anger and anxiety) as the mediators between group threat and 

various outcome variables.  Nevertheless, it is important to distinguish group emotion from 

individual-level emotion empirically.  It makes sense for Americans to feel angry or anxious for 

the country broadly when they encounter news of terrorist attacks against America without 

personally experiencing feelings of anger or anxiety.  That is, Americans might feel angry or 

anxious on behalf of other Americans when they read a news story about their fellow citizens 

being attacked without feeling personally scared to go to their place of employment or to travel 

in public settings.  Beyond the conceptual overlap between group- and individual-level emotion, 

scholars have also emphasized the importance of modeling mediation processes properly (Hayes, 

2009; MacKinnon et al., 2000; Shrout & Bolger, 2002).   

Bullock, Green, and Ha (2010) argued that when designing mediation models, scholars 

often manipulate the X variable in the X !  M relationship, paying relatively less attention to the 

second half of the model, and thus may be omitting variables that are systematically related to Y 

in the M !  Y relationship.  As with any regression model, omitting variables that are related to 

the outcome variable introduces bias into the results (Gujarati, 2004).  Because it is possible that 

experimentally manipulating group threat and group strength could affect individual emotionsÑ

in addition to group emotionsÑ which could in turn predict the outcome variables, I include 

individual anger and individual anxiety as potential mediators.  
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 Much work in this line of research has focused on distinguishing group emotion from 

individual emotion (Smith, 1993, 1999) or on distinguishing between the causes and 

consequences of anger and anxiety in a political communication setting (Feldman et al., 2012; 

Huddy et al., 2007).  Yet I know of no work that has experimentally tested the difference 

between anger and anxiety at the individual and group levels with respect to political attitudes in 

the same study.  Therefore, the current project aims to link these two approaches and thereby 

provide insight into the future direction of theory in the area of emotion and political attitudes.  

Given the above discussion I pose the final research question: 

 

RQ12:             Will  individual emotions (anger or anxiety) mediate the relationships  
described above in the moderated-mediation models? 

 

The aim of this chapter was to bring together the various lines of research that could 

inform public opinion formation about foreign policy.  I began by arguing that threat to 

Americans from an outside source was a necessary antecedent to drive public opinion.  I built on 

this argument by pointing out that threat perception is intrinsically linked to identities, as threat 

awareness of threats is typically manifested as coming from an out-group and toward an in-

group.  Next, I argued that news media were the primary vehicle by which threat perceptions 

reach citizens.  I concluded the chapter by turning to intergroup emotions theory for direction 

about how these variables should be expected to affect political attitudes of Americans about 

ISIL.  The relationships specified in this chapter built directly on a subset of the variables that 

were generated in the content analysis, threat, policy, and military success, in particular.  These 

two studies together provide strong rationales for why studying news coverage of war, threat, 
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and elite discourse matters for public opinion.  The next chapter documents the methods used to 

test these hypotheses, first detailing the content analysis and then describing the experiment.  
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Chapter 4: Method 

The aforementioned hypotheses were tested in two studies: a content analysis and an 

experiment.  I begin by detailing the content analysis and then describe the experiment.  The 

magnitude of the current project required me to make certain trade-offs.  I balanced breadth and 

depth in this project by making news media content about one national crisis the focal point, then 

tracking trends, patterns, and differences in media coverage throughout one year across six 

distinct news outlets.   Next, I examined the effects of news media coverage about this topic on 

public opinion.  The content analysis allowed for a comprehensive description of a yearÕs worth 

of media coverage, and provided direction about when changes in particular variables occurred 

over the year.  The experiment provided a detailed looked at the causes and consequences of 

media coverage on public opinion. 

Content Analysis 

 The content analysis consisted of one-yearÕs coverage of U.S.-ISIL-relations in 

traditional print (The New York Times, The Washington Post, and Los Angeles Times) and new 

digital (The Huffington Post, Slate, and The Daily Beast) news media.  The first goal of this 

analysis was to track how news outlets covered the sources and sides (indexing) and words and 

phrases (echoing) associated with U.S. policy toward the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 

(ISIL).  While a formal declaration of war does not exist regarding U.S. policy toward ISIL, U.S. 

military actions have proceeded in Iraq and Syria to combat ISIL since June 15, 2014 under the 

title of Operation Inherent Resolve (U.S. Department of Defense, 2014).  Accordingly, the dates 

for the present study range from June 15, 2014 to June 15, 2015.  Beyond the intuitive appeal of 

examining the first year of U.S.-ISIL relations, this time period included important events related 

to U.S. military policy in the Middle East, such as U.S. authorization of airstrikes over Iraq 
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(8/7/14), the beheading of American journalist James Foley (8/19/2014), and president Obama 

asking for, and not receiving, formal support from Congress regarding the authorization for use 

of military force against ISIL (2/11/15).  

Text selection. One goal of the content analysis was to use U.S. policy toward ISIL as an 

entry point to examine the theories of indexing and echoing across traditional and new media.  

The texts examined here therefore represent an extensive collection of news coverage across six 

distinct news outlets.  The particular print and online news outlets were chosen for several 

reasons.  First, the venues used to represent print and online media were each originally 

established as either print or online, respectivelyÑ recognizing that most print news outlets now 

have an online presence.  Second, each venue is considered an industry leader with respect to 

circulation or unique online visitors.  Third, each news outlet has a reputation as a news leader in 

their respective categories, as part of the prestige press for print news or has been in existence for 

at least five years as an online venue.  Similarly, each news outlet claims to make hard 

news/politics more of a priority than pop-culture, entertainment, sports, and technology.  Fifth, 

each news outlet was founded or operates primarily in the U.S.  Finally, each venue generates a 

substantial amount of original contentÑ i.e., does not act only as a news aggregator.    

Print venues. The Times, Post, and LA Times were selected because they have 

traditionally been viewed as part of the prestige press (Kiousis, 2004; Maier, 2010), meaning that 

they have been newspapers of record for the nation for a long period of time, and they set the 

agendas for other media (Bennett, 1990; McCombs, 2004).  These newspapers in particular have 

been shown to be similar in terms of story prominence, salience, topic prioritization, and 

coverage of presidential communication (see Bradshaw, Coe, & Neumann, 2014; Lim, 2010).  

Moreover, according to PewÕs Project for Excellence in Journalism, these three papers ranked in 
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the top five for U.S. Sunday newspaper for circulation in 2014, indicating their ability to reach 

large audiences (Pew Research, Center, 2015).   

 Collection of stories from these print outlets proceeded in two-steps.  First, articles were 

collected from Academic One File for the dates in question using the following search terms: 

Obama or ISIS or ISIL or Islam* or Iraq or Syria1.  Second, PDF images of the front-page for the 

dates in questions were gathered using ProQuest Digital Microfilm.  This approach ensured any 

stories related to U.S.-ISIL relations would be gathered via a keyword search and through visual 

inspection.  Stories containing the above search terms were then screened based on two 

additional criteria.  First, following PewÕs Project for Excellence in Journalism (see Maier, 

2010), only front-page stories were kept for analysis.  Second, only stories principally about 

U.S.-ISIL relations were included.  I focused on the front-page because this captured what the 

newspapers chose to prioritize.  Even if stories on the inside pages differ from front-page 

coverage, as Althaus et al. (1996) have demonstrated, this is acceptable here because examining 

front-page coverage reveals what was on top of the print agenda.  Stories that made the front-

page in these papers were major news events, chosen in part because they were likely to attract 

substantial reader attention and are therefore relevant to large swaths of the public, as roughly 

90% of newspaper subscribers read front-page stories (Althaus, 2008).  Following Coe and 

Bradshaw (2014), only paragraphs appearing on the front-page were coded in the analysisÑ i.e., 

when stories began on the front-page and jumped to inside pages, the inside paragraphs were not 

coded.  Eliminating stories not principally about U.S.-ISIL relations was based on the desire to 

present the cleanest possible analysis, and the observation that several other high-profile stories 

																																																								
1 * serves as a truncated search operator, meaning that Academic One File returned any text 
beginning with the term Islam, e.g., Islamic. 
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were in the news during 2014-2015 that sometimes included the previously mentioned search 

terms (e.g., the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, battles between Russia and Ukraine, Ferguson riots, 

and the immigration debate).    

Articles from one print and one digital news outlet were retrieved for each day (see Table 

1).  A random number generator was used to select one print and one online news outlet to start 

the selection process, beginning on June 15, 2014.  I then alternated between the other outlets 

such that the Post was used one day, followed by the TimesÕ and so forth.  The same alternating 

pattern was applied to the online media outlets.  This approach was preferable to randomly 

sampling from each outlet because this ensured that no single news organization dominated the 

analysis for an extended period of time, which was important here because coverage tended to 

bunch up following key events.  This search procedure yielded 392 front-page print news stories 

over the time period in question, totaling 5,443 paragraphs.  The average number of paragraphs 

per-print story was 13.89 (SD = 16.05), and, on average, 2.69 (SD = 3.37) of those paragraphs 

appeared on the front-page (see Table 1 for breakdown by outlet).  These totals represent a 

substantial sample size relative to similar studies.  For example, Coe and Bradshaw (2014) 

examined 80 years of front-page TimesÕ coverage of major presidential addresses using a sample 

of 628 stories.  By comparison, in BennettÕs (1990) original indexing study, he identified 1,177 

articles, analyzing only the abstracts, not the content of the articles. 
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Table 1 
 
Description of News Coverage 
 
    

Print 
 

    
Online 

  
Total 

 
NYT 

 

 
WP 

 
LAT 

 
HP 

 
SLT 

 
DB 

 

 
Total 

Stories 
(mean front- 
page stories 

per-day) 
 

 
136 

(5.29) 

 
131 

(4.80) 

 
125 

(4.52) 

 
154 
(10) 

 
127 
(10) 

 
184 
(10) 

 
857 

(7.66) 

 
Total 

Paragraphs 
(mean 

paragraphs 
per-story) 

 
2061 

(15.15) 

 
1845 

(14.08) 

 
1537 

(12.30) 

 
1693 

(10.99) 

 
374 

(2.94) 

 
3066 

(16.66) 

 
10, 576 
(12.34) 

 
Front-Page 
Paragraphs 

(mean front-
page 

paragraphs 
per-story) 

 

 
428 

(3.15) 

 
310 

(2.37) 

 
318 

(2.54) 

 
442 

(2.87) 

 
108 
(.85) 

 
842 

(4.58) 

 
2,448 
(2.86) 

 

 
Note. Articles published between June 15, 2014 and June 15, 2015.   
 
 Online venues. The online news outlets included in this analysis were The Daily Beast, 

The Huffington Post, and Slate.  These digital media outlets were selected based on online 

versions of the criteria listed above.  Each venueÕs primary focus was ascertained by reviewing 

their ÒAboutÓ or ÒMissionÓ statements found on their websites, with each claiming to be at least 

somewhat hard news-oriented, particularly in the area of politics.  Although The Huffington Post 

aggregates news stories, a substantial portion of its content is original; and, all of the links to 
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outsides stories are inherently electronic.  Finally, each of the online news outlets were listed 

near the top of PewÕs list of digital-native news sources (Pew Research Center, 2015).  

Following the above criteria, the top three online news outlets for unique viewers were: The 

Huffington Post, Slate, and The Daily Beast.  Importantly, even when removing all criteria and 

relying solely on PewÕs 2015 list of the Top 50 Digital Native News Sites, these news outlets 

ranked 1, 7, and 11, respectively, in terms of unduplicated digital traffic (Pew Research Center, 

2015).  On their face, these are clearly industry leaders in online political news.  

 In an effort to compare front-page coverage across print and online news, I also gathered 

Òfront-pageÓ and ÒmorningÓ editions of the online news outlets.  Collection of online articles 

proceeded in a two-step process.  First, screen-shots of the Òfront-pageÓ and ÒmorningÓ editions 

were collected using the Internet Archive database to search websites for particular dates 

(https://archive.org/web/).  The Internet Archive has a web-crawler function that continuously 

scans the Internet and archives the content of various websites.  For the news outlets in question, 

the Internet Archive saved between three and twelve screen shots per date.  The Internet Archive 

recorded the time that the screen captures were taken according to Coordinated Universal Time 

(UTC), where 12:00 equates to 7am PST and 10am EST.  The screen captures used here were 

based on times immediately following 12:00 UTC.  Whatever content was on the homepages of 

websites at that time were considered the stories that the news outlets chose to prioritize for that 

day.  Scholars have observed that online news sites rearrange news stories based on viewer clicks 

or online impressions (Lee, Lewis, & Powers, 2014; Schaudt & Carpenter, 2009).  Gathering 

website content from early in the news day is preferable to later times because the story 

arrangement early in the news day reflects the stories that the news outlets chose to prioritize 

while later times incorporates what the public prioritized. 
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Second, following Lee et al. (2015), I considered the front-page of online news the top 

ten stories.  Therefore, any of the top 10 stories that included the search terms previously 

specified were selected for analysis.  I used GoogleÕs Advanced Search function to search each 

day for the dates in question, searching within particular site domains (e.g., Obama OR ISIS OR 

ISIL OR Islam* OR Iraq OR Syria site:slate.com)2.  This process allowed me to compare the 

visual Òfront-pageÓ from the Internet Archive search returns with the text record, enabling me to 

cross-check the text records with the visual depictions of the websites.  The stories that were 

considered the top 10 were based on the following criteria.  Adopting the strategy employed by 

Maier and Tucker (2012), I adhered to the Òbackward ÔSÕÓ (p. 52) model, meaning that all else 

being equal, a story appearing in the upper left was considered the top story.  Moving from 

upper-left to upper-right, the next lead story would be based on font size of the headline.  Third, 

a story that had the largest picture associated with it would be chosen next, assuming that these 

later stories were different from earlier ones.  Selecting subsequent stories was based on location 

on the webpage and font size.  The total number of front-page stories regarding U.S.-ISIL 

relations in online news media was 465, with 5,133 total paragraphs.  The average number of 

paragraphs per online news stories was 11.04 (SD = 13.68), and, on average, 2.99 (SD = 3.39) of 

those paragraphs appeared on the front-page (see Table 1 for breakdown by outlet).  In an effort 

to make the coding of online news equivalent to print news, coders rated the first 25% of Òfront-

pageÓ online articles, which matched the percentage of paragraphs that appeared on the front-

page in print media in a pilot study (Bradshaw, 2015).  Importantly, this procedure resulted in no 

difference between the number of paragraphs in each story that were actually coded across print 

																																																								
2 ISIL and ISIS were both used to account for times when news outlets opted for one acronym 
over the other. 
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and online mediaÑ i.e., front-page paragraphs, t(833.21) = 1.33, p = .19, d = .09.  Any 

differences between print and online news formats reported in the results section cannot 

therefore be attributed to the length of articles because the number of paragraphs coded per-

articles in print and online news were equivalent.     

Coding scheme. The strength of a content analysis depends on its validity and reliability.  

Validity of coding was achieved in two ways.  The list of policies and phrases selected for 

examination in this content analysis were based on the policies advocated for and language used 

by the administration (Public Papers of the Presidents), based on previous research in this area 

(Althaus, 2003; Althaus et al., 1996; Coe, 2013), and by examining the policies and phrases that 

actually appeared in news coverage during the first three months of the conflict (Bradshaw, 

2015).  This approach ensured that the categories chosen for coding media content were 

anchored in media texts themselves.  Looking to previous literature helped to provide the 

rationale for the policies and phrases included here. The pilot study findings helped to streamline 

the categories (e.g., combining military advisors and training/aid), thereby eliminating 

categories that appeared rarely while still accounting for their limited presence.  This process 

allowed me to assess the validity of the categories at multiple stages in the development of the 

project and then update the codebook to reflect these clarifications.  In total, I spent 

approximately 35 hours in face-to-face meetings with three coders during the development 

phase, and they tallied nearly 100 hours of coding each for the final project (see Appendix B for 

final version of codebook).  

 In order to understand what coding for instances of indexing and echoing looked like in 

this study, I provide examples of each and subsequently provide detailed descriptions of each of 

the indexing and echoing variables identified in this study.  An excerpt representative of 
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indexing would include the following headline, ÒObama is ready to order strikes from air in 

Syria,Ó which appeared on the front-page of the September 10, 2014 issue of the Times.  In this 

case, President Obama was coded as the source, and pro-airstrikes was coded as the policy 

stance, which fell into the pro-combat policies category.  This coding reflected the notion that 

indexing is principally about sources and sides.   

A typical example of presidential echoing would take the form, ÒÔI was not here in the 

run-up to Iraq in 2003,Õ he told a group of visitors who met with him in the White House,Ó which 

appeared in the September 14, 2014 issue of the Times.  This example of echoing shows that 

echoing is primarily about words and phrases, and while no specific policy was mentioned, the 

presidentÕs subtle deflection of responsibility regarding problems in Iraq and Syria was important 

enough to be echoed on the front-page.  Other instances of echoing would include indirect 

replication of White House language, even if it did not appear in quotations, such as times when 

news media repeated the administrationÕs stated goal of destroying and degrading ISILÑ which 

would be considered an example of threat echoing. 

 Indexing related variables. Coding the indexing variables was a three-step process.  

First, a policy was identified; second, a source was linked to the policy; and third, the source was 

identified as being for or against the policy.  Following Althaus et al. (1996), policies consisted 

of any national action or position that could be supported or opposed by officials, hence the pro 

or con coding distinction.  Sources included people, organizations, or countries that were 

identified as taking a stance on policy.  These coding conditions were meant to help coders 

distinguish between coverage that was merely descriptive (e.g., ÒAirstrikes are underway in 

SyriaÓ), and genuine indexing (e.g., ÒObama set to order airstrikes in SyriaÓ).  The difference is 

that the latter statement links a policy to a source wherein the source was clearly positioned on 
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one side of the policy debate.  Some policies are procedural in nature, such as the War Powers 

Act (Althaus et al., 1996; Entman & Page, 1994), while others are action-oriented, such as 

airstrikes over Iraq.  The only procedural policy under consideration here was presidential 

authority by President Obama.  This coding process captured the key notion of indexingÑ

sources and sidesÑ and highlighted the mediaÕs pattern of Òpegging news stories to officialÓ 

sources, thereby reproducing the distribution of governmental consensus or disagreement among 

mainstream political elites (Livingston & Bennett, 2003, p. 366).  Indexing related variables 

included: (a) non-combat policies,  (b) combat policies, (c) pro- vs con-administration policies, 

and journalistic norms, such as (d) objectivity and (e) watchdog journalism. 

Non-combat policies. Non-combat policies consisted of stories containing policy stances 

about humanitarian aid, negotiating with ISIL, and military advisors/training and were coded as 

pro = 1, con = 2, or not present = 03. Humanitarian aid was a popular policy to support early in 

the conflict and consisted of such actions as providing food, water, rescue, or help to displaced 

Iraqis and Syrians.  Negotiating with ISIL referred to discussions about the current U.S. policy of 

not negotiating with terrorists.  Debate swirled in the aftermath of James FoleyÕs death, as 

negotiation could be a way of providing moral support for captives.  Coverage of covert attempts 

to free U.S. hostages was not coded.  Training and advising the Iraqi Army, and later Syrian 

rebels, began in the summer of 2014 before the title of Operation Inherent Resolve was given to 

the effort in October 2015.  Although the president stated that military personnel in Iraq were 

armed and ready for combat, he reiterated the position that the main aim of these forces were to 

advise, train, and/or help maneuver American interests already in Iraq (Public Papers of the 

																																																								
3	The con = 2 code was recoded to con = 1, all else = 0 for some analyses.	
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Presidents).  In sum, coding non-combat policies was an attempt to measure coverage of support 

or opposition to non-combat engagement.   

Combat policies. Combat policies included coding news articles that contained policy 

stances about airstrikes/drones, boots on the ground, and general support for military action.  

Each of these variables were coded as pro = 1, con = 24, or not present = 0.  Early in the conflict, 

for example, unmanned drone strikes in Iraq received congressional and public support (Pew 

Research Center, 2014), and beginning August 7, 2014 (Public Papers of the Presidents), 

airstrikes extended to include piloted aircraft.  Subsequent airstrikes included the extension of the 

air campaign from Iraq to Syria on September 7, 2014 and manned airborne attacks over Syria.  

Excluded from this list were examples of air surveillance or reconnaissance.  Combat policies 

also included references to U.S. ground forces, often talked about in terms of Òboots on the 

ground.Ó  Boots on the ground has remained an unacceptable policy option since early in the 

conflict and was a popular way for politicians to talk about ground forces.  It should be noted 

that while Òno boots on the groundÓ has been the official policy stance of the administration, 

between June 2014 and June 2015, troop levels in Iraq rose from 0 to 3,550 (U.S. Department of 

Defense, 2015).  And, while U.S. personnel in Iraq are not officially serving in a direct combat 

role against ISIL, in October 2015 Master Sgt. Joshua Wheeler was the first American killed in 

direct combat against the Islamic State in Iraq (U.S. Department of Defense, 2015).  Public 

knowledge about the extent and nature of American ground forces operating in Iraq remains 

murky, and using government documents to guide analyses about media coverage of U.S. foreign 

policy is the best option.  A final way that news media covered policy was to describe some 

people as supporting military force and others as opposing military force, without mention of a 

																																																								
4	The con = 2 code was recoded to con = 1, all else = 0 for some analyses.	
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specific policy.  This final category was a necessary catchall for those times when media noted 

that someone was either for or against military involvement, but did not specify a particular 

policy, e.g., ÒMcCain is a hawkÓ or ÒPaul is a dove.Ó 

Pro- and con-administration policies. The traditional approach to measuring indexing 

was assessed as well, which consisted of measuring support or opposition to administration 

policy, measured as pro-Obama = 1, con-Obama = 25, or not present = 0.  This included times 

when no particular policy was mentioned, but news media made it clear that some entity or 

person was opposed to or supportive of President ObamaÕs approach toward ISIL, e.g., 

ÒRepublicans oppose ObamaÕs planÓ with respect to U.S.-ISIL relations.  This was the original 

way that Bennett (1990) conceived of indexing, and is therefore a useful measure to compare my 

more nuanced approach against.  Because the administration sent letters to Congress regarding 

support or opposition to various combat and non-combat policies between 2014 and 2015, I was 

able to include instances when coverage either supported or opposed policies enacted by the 

administration even when the president was not mentioned by name.   

Journalistic norms. In addition to the traditional measures of indexing, I also sought to 

clarify how indexing is related to the news norm of objectivity.  This meant that when coders 

identified instances of traditional indexingÑ sources and sides of policy debatesÑ they next rated 

them on whether it would be more accurate to consider the citation an example of objectivity.   

Objectivity consisted of two measures: justification and success/failure coverage.  First, 

when content was coded as an example of indexing, raters then indicated whether the policy was 

accompanied by a reason for holding that policy, i.e., whether a policy stance was justified (yes = 

1, no = 0).  Second, when the above policy positions were identified, they were then coded on 

																																																								
5	The con = 2 code was recoded to con = 1, all else = 0 for some analyses.	
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whether they were described as achieving their stated goals (success  = 1, fail = 2, or not present 

= 0)6. 

Providing a reason for holding a particular policy position goes beyond indexingÕs cuing 

function and actually educates the American public about why it should hold a particular policy 

stance.  Insofar as objective reporting is concerned with informing the public, this is one way that 

scholars can begin to distinguish between indexing and objectivity.  Objectivity could also 

include times when journalists incorporated coverage of the outcome of policy, successes and 

failures.  As the military campaign wore on numerous stories documented the spread of ISIL 

Òdespite U.S. airstrikes,Ó thus highlighting the shortcomings of the U.S.Õs military effort.  

Together, the types of objective news reporting described here are examples of how news media 

can exercise some level of independence while still operating within the parameters of official 

Washington debates.  Whereas indexing has a negative connotation, as when coverage simply 

reflects the range of official governmental debate, the objectivity norm has a positive connotation 

and is associated with times when journalists give play to both sides of a story.   

Watchdog journalism was evaluated in two ways.  First, when content was coded as an 

example of indexing, raters also indicated whether the source linked to the policy stance was a 

U.S. government official (White House or Congress = 1; anyone else, e.g., foreign leader, expert, 

member of the public = 0).  Sources consist of people, organizations, or countries that were 

identified as taking a stance on policy (Althaus et al., 1996).  Second, questioning authority was 

assessed by measuring coverage of the presidentÕs use of authority to engage in a military 

intervention against ISIL (pro = 1, con = 2, or not present = 0)7. 

																																																								
6	The fail = 2 code was recoded to fail = 1, all else = 0 for some analyses.	
7	The con = 2 code was recoded to con = 1, all else = 0 for some analyses.	



 116 

With respect to presidential authority, the Obama administration invoked BushÕs widely 

criticized 2001 authorization for use of force as support for the current military involvement in 

the Middle East without congressional approval.  When news media questioned the presidentÕs 

authority regarding his legal right to act, this was considered an example of watchdog 

journalism.  Watchdog journalism should be thought of as the type of reporting in which 

journalists attempted to hold government officials accountable by going beyond the parameters 

of the policy debate set by Washington elite.   

Echoing related variables. This project also attempted to clarify how scholars assess 

press echoing of the president.  Echoing has typically been limited to specific phrases, such as 

Òwar on terrorÓ or Òaxis of evil,Ó directly attributed to the president (Coe et al., 2004).  A more 

generous view of press echoing of the president would include those times when the quotation or 

phrase was echoed but not explicitly attributed to the president.  For example, on September 15, 

2014, a story appeared in which the Times discussed the presidentÕs Òcampaign to destroy ISIS,Ó 

without quoting him directly.  While a strict measure of echoing might only code quotations 

attributed specifically to the president as examples of echoing, the current coding scheme 

considered echoing the use of words by the press that found their origin with the president, even 

when the phrase was not attributed to him.  The current approach has many advantages over 

previous studies.  For example, Coe (2011) used computer-assisted-content analysis to analyze a 

yearÕs worth of television news by searching for instances of specific terms.  While his approach 

offered advantages with respect to the amount of content that could be analyzed quickly, it 

lacked the precision that human coding can provide (Coe, 2007).  Alternatively, Coe and 

Bradshaw (2014) opted for a conservative measure of echoing, as quotations attributed directly 

to the president.  While that approach ensured high reliability and facilitated coding a substantial 
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amount of text in a relatively short amount of time, it likely overlooked context-specific terms 

and phrases specific to the events under consideration.  

Here, I achieved reliability on two types of quotation variables: (a) threat echoing (print 

!  = .71; online !  = .76), and (b) general echoing (print !  = .88; online !  = .83).  Additionally, I 

coded for the presence of national identity (print !  = .78; online !  = .70).  Threat echoing 

consisted of new coverage that reiterated the administrationÕs notion that ISIL was a threat to the 

U.S., or that the ultimate goal should be to defeat ISIL by degrading and destroying this threat.  

General echoing referred to times when the administration was quoted, directly or indirectly, 

regarding any non-threatening content.  For example, the administration prefers to refer to the 

Islamic State as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) while others prefer the phrase 

Islamic State (IS) or Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) (Public Papers of the Presidents).  

National identity referred to times when the articles mentioned America or the nation more 

broadly. 

Threat echoing. This form of echoing consisted of phrasing from the administration that 

described or amplified the nature of the danger from ISIL, or defined the goals of U.S. policy in 

relation to defeating ISIL as a foe.  Threat echoing thus consisted of phrases revolving around 

protecting American interests, degrading and/or destroying ISIL, and boots on the ground.  

Coding for this variable included direct quotation = 1, indirect attribution = 28, and not present = 

0.  Direct quotations were times when a story explicitly attributed a phrase to the president, and 

quotation marks accompanied the statement (e.g., Òwe will degrade and ultimately destroy the 

terrorist group known as ISILÓ).  Indirect attribution occurred when a news organization stated 

something along the lines, ÒMeasuring Progress Toward Destroying the Islamic State,Ó which 
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used the presidentÕs preferred language regarding U.S.-ISIL relations while not citing the 

president explicitly. 

General echoing. This category captured specific references to ÒISIL,Ó regarding this as 

an indication that the news outlet was opting to use the administrationÕs terminology over 

comparable phrasing.  General echoing also captured the ÒotherÓ category, direct quotations of 

the president that were not related to threat.  Coding for this variable included direct quotation = 

1, indirect attribution = 2, and not present = 0.  Direct quotations were instances when a story 

explicitly attributed a phrase to the president and when quotation marks accompanied the 

statement (e.g., ÒISIL is not IslamicÓ).  An indirect attribution occurred, for instance, when a 

news headline read something along the lines, ÒWho is ISIL?Ó while not citing the president.   

 National identity. In addition to tracking traditional indexing and echoing variables, I 

also measured references to U.S. national identity.  National identity consisted of any references 

to ÒAmerica*,Ó ÒUnited States,Ó ÒU.S.,Ó or the ÒnationÓ (when referring to America).  Paragraphs 

were coded for the presence of these specific terms; 1 = present, and 0 = not present.    

Reliability.  Reliability regarding indexing and echoing variables was assessed using 

KrippendorffÕs alpha.  KrippendorffÕs alpha is preferable to other options, such as CohenÕs kappa 

or ScottÕs pi, because it allows for more than two coders and can be used for variables at 

different levels of measurement (Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007).  Alpha is a more attractive 

option in the current study than pi because I am using more than two coders, and alpha would be 

preferable to kappa because kappa is more about predictability and association than reliability 

(Krippendorff, 2004).  I relied on three coders to generate the data used in this analysis.  In order 

to decrease the chance of coder bias, coders had limited familiarity with the theories used here 

and had no knowledge about the specific hypotheses or research questions. 
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While most of the analyses reported here were conducted at the level of the article (e.g., 

total paragraphs containing said variables per story), reliability was assessed at the level of the 

paragraph to ensure that coders were coding the same content in the same paragraphs.  

Conducting analyses at the level of the article seems to be a more valid and insightful way to 

assess news coverage than at the paragraph level because articles, rather than paragraphs, are 

understood as the unit by which news media tell a story and readers consume them.  For 

example, it seems unlikely that multiple pro- and con-administration positions would show up in 

a single paragraph, whereas it would make sense for reporters to seek balance by including both 

pro-and con-administration positions somewhere in the story.  Reporting the number of 

paragraphs per article that contained governmental positions supporting combat policies, for 

example, is a clear and simple way to interpret results.  In total, I achieved reliability on five 

indexing variables: (a) non-combat policies (print !  = .84; online !  = .99), (b) combat policies 

(print !  = .76; online !  = .83), (c) pro- vs. con-administration (print !  = .81; online !  = .84), (d) 

objectivity (print !  = .71; online !  = .77), and (e) watchdog journalism (print !  = .93; online !  = 

.93). 

Incorporatin g elite discourse. Recognizing that coverage of U.S. military policy often 

originates with political elites, I sought to develop a rough measure of elite discourse regarding 

U.S. policy toward ISIL between June 15, 2014 and June 15, 2015.  Rather than attempting to 

code the raw content of elite discourse (e.g., press releases from Congress or major address from 

the president), I opted to track the percentage of public communications from the president for 

the year in question.  In particular, I used the Public Papers of the Presidents to track the 

frequency of presidential speeches, press conferences, letters to Congress, press releases, and 

remarks to reporters from President Obama and the presidentÕs press secretary which were 
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principally concerned with ÒISIL,Ó ÒISIS,Ó ÒIraq,Ó or ÒSyria.Ó  Specifically, I searched the titles 

of every public communication in the Public Papers of the Presidents during the year in question 

for any of the above terms.  I then calculated the percentage of public communications that were 

primarily about U.S.-ISIL relations compared to all public communications coming from the 

White House.  Decomposing these percentages by month, I was able to sketch a rough outline of 

elite discourse over the course of the year (see Figure 5).  This approach may miss times when 

the president or his press secretary answered questions posed by reporters regarding U.S.-ISIL 

relations, but nonetheless presents a consistent measure of elite discourse that is suitable for 

making predictions about when we might see media coverage change.  Based on this procedure, I 

found that, on average, 15% of the presidentÕs public communications were devoted to ISIL in 

August and September, 2014, while only 5% were devoted ISIL in July and October, 2014.  The 

percentage of White House communications dedicated to ISIL jumped from 0 in December 2014 

to 5% in February 2015.  Similarly, between April and May 2015, the percent more than 

doubled, increasing from three to eight.  While these figures may seem small, these numbers are 

nothing to balk at.  For example, between August and September 2014 the president spoke 

publicly more than 50 times about ISIL.  This marks a major emphasis on the topic, especially 

considering that this timeframe included other major foreign and domestic issues, such as the 

Ferguson riots, Russian-Ukraine conflict, and a spike Israeli-Palestinian fighting.  
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Figure 4. Percentage of presidential communications devoted to U.S.-ISIL relations, June 2014 
to June 2015. 
 
Experiment 

 One goal of this project was to examine whether and how news coverage in a time of 

crisis affected public opinion.  While it is impossible to answer this question comprehensively in 

a single study, I sought to identify depictions of U.S. policy toward ISIL via content analysis, 

and then examine variations of a subset of these variables in an experimental setting.  Coupling 

these two methods was the best approach to simultaneously assess the content of news media and 

the influence of media on public opinion.   

Sample. This project used a Qualtrics online panel sample (N = 517).  While not 

completely representative, Qualtrics matched the sample on three key variables: (a) sex, (b) age, 

and (c) education.  In this way, many of the potential problems of relying on student samples 

were alleviated (see Sears, 1986).  Participants were recruited by Qualtrics and paid $5.00 to 

complete a 10-15 minute survey on Media and Social Issues (see Appendix C).  The data were 

collected between January 25 and January 28, 2016.  Based on similar studies, a sample of this 

size is adequate for identifying differences across groups while still allowing for the exclusion of 

0	
2	
4	
6	
8	
10	
12	
14	
16	
18	
20	

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 P

re
si

de
nt

ia
l 

C
om

m
un

ic
at

io
ns

  
 



 122 

outliers and incomplete surveys (Weeks, 2015).  In total, 17 respondentsÕ responses were 

excluded due to non-variance of answers and a survey completion time of under five minutes, 

and one additional respondent was excluded for stating that he was not a U.S. citizen, leaving a 

final sample size of N  = 499.    

Procedure. After consenting to participate, respondents completed a short battery of 

questions about politics and national identity.  Next, respondents were randomly assigned to one 

of four conditions, which emphasized differences in news stories about U.S.-ISIL relations.  The 

experimental conditions corresponded to the following two variables: 2(in-group threat: 

high/low) !  2(in-group strength: high/low).  In the high threat ! !high strength condition, 

participants read two stories, both of which emphasized ISILÕs threat to the U.S. and American 

strength by highlighting U.S. military success.  In the low threat !  low strength condition, 

participants read two stories, both of which highlighted the safety of Americans and in-group 

weakness.  The remaining two conditions crossed the factors in the opposite ways.  After reading 

the stories, respondents answered questions about their attitudes about U.S. policy toward ISIL, 

and in- and out-group sentiment.  Included in this final battery were manipulation checks 

regarding emotion, threat, and a short battery of demographic questions.  

Treatment. Developing manipulations for the experiment consisted of culling actual 

articles from the content analysis based on the presence of key variables, i.e., group threat and 

group strength, which were then manipulated to be equivalent with respect to the story visuals 

and article length.  The content of the articles was adapted from news stories appearing in 

various outlets, including the New York Times, Washington Post, Daily Beast, and Slate.  In the 

final experiment, all articles were depicted as appearing in the Times, and edited to be equivalent 

with respect to the number of paragraphs, sentences, and images.  The Times was chosen as the 
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sole news source for three reasons.  First, the Times has long been viewed as the newspaper of 

record for the nation (Bennett, 1990), and its role as an agenda-setter for other media make it a 

reputable proxy for media broadly (McCombs, 2004).  Second, using only one news source held 

source credibility constant, eliminating the possibility that the news outlet would condition 

results.  Third, pilot studies showed that using the Times consistently resulted in the expected 

levels of the outcome variables measured. 

Two rounds of pilot studies were conducted to ensure the articles were viewed as 

more/less threatening, conveyed the expected levels of in-group strength, and produced the 

expected emotional responses in audiences.  For example, the headline in the high strength ×

!high in-group threat condition read, ÒU.S. Success: Islamic State Loses Strength in Iraq and 

Syria; F.B.I. Warn of San Bernardino-Like Attack.Ó  The headline in the low in-group strength 

!  low in-group threat condition read, ÒU.S. Fail: Islamic State Gains Strength in Iraq and Syria; 

F.B.I. Director Says Americans Safe.Ó  These manipulations each displayed identical images, 

one of American soldiers holding an American flag and another depicting Syed Farook and 

Tashfeen Malik, the San Bernardino shooters (see Appendix D).   

Measures. I included a host of control variables, such as sex, age, and education.  The 

key predictor variables include in-group threat and in-group strength.  There were two levels of 

mediators examined here: group and individual emotions, consisting of anger and anxiety. There 

were three forms of outcome variables: support for combat policies toward ISIL, support for 

non-combat policies toward ISIL, and group sentiment.  

  Control variables. I included six control variables in my models, three demographic and 

three political.  Demographic variables included: (a) sex (Female = 52%; Male = 48%), (b) age 

(M = 46.47, SD = 16.62), and (c) education (M = 2.82, SD = 1.16).  Education was assessed 
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using a five-point scale: (a) some high school, no diploma, (b) high school graduate, (c) some 

college, no degree, (d) college graduate, and (e) graduate or professional degree, with higher 

scores indicating higher levels of education.  Political control variables included: (a) party 

identification, (b) ideology, and (c) nationalism.  The party identification question read, 

ÒGenerally speaking, do you think of yourself as a Republican, Democrat, Independent, or 

something else?Ó  The ideology question asked, ÒGenerally speaking, do you think of yourself as 

liberal, conservative, moderate, or something else?Ó  Both party identification (M = 3.87, SD = 

1.76)9 and ideology (M =4.21, SD = 1.72) ranged from 1 to 7, with high numbers indicating 

Democrat and liberal, respectively.  No respondents entered ÒdonÕt knowÓ in the text fields for 

party identification or ideology, but ten respondents entered variations of no affiliation, such as 

Òno clear opinion,Ó Òno association,Ó or Òindependent.Ó  These ten respondents were recoded 

from scores of 8 to 4, indicating independent or moderate.10.  Nationalism has been shown to 

predict support for war, so this variable serves as a key control (Federico et al., 2005).  The 

nationalism scale consisted of five questions, which ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree) (Federico et al., 2005).  The specific questions read: (a) ÒThe more the United 

States actively influences other countries, the better off these countries will be,Ó (b) ÒThe United 

States should not dominate other countriesÓ (reverse coded), (c) ÒFor the most part, America is 

no more superior than any other industrialized country in the worldÓ (reverse coded), (d) ÒTo 

maintain our countryÕs economic superiority, aggressive economic policies are sometimes 

																																																								
9 One respondent was coded as 5 for entering ÒliberalÓ and another was recoded as 3 for entering 
Òfiscally conservativeÓ in the text field for party affiliation.  One respondent entered ÒGreenÓ and 
another entered ÒConservative/LibertarianÓ for party affiliation, and these were recoded to 4.   
 
10 I also ran analyses by removing the cases in which respondents entered variations of the 
Òsomething elseÓ category, and the significance of the statistical analyses did not change.	
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necessary,Ó and (e) ÒTo maintain our countryÕs superiority, war is sometimes necessary.Ó  

Federico et al. (2005) reported CronbachÕs alpha = .75.  The standardized inter-correlation 

among the items produced CronbachÕs alpha = .59.  After removing the two reverse-coded 

questions, b and c, alpha was .72, and this measure was used in the analyses.    

 In-group threat. I manipulated the key predictor variables of in-group threat (high coded 

as 1, 0 as low) and in-group strength (high coded as 1, 0 as low).  For example, the article in the 

high strength !  high threat condition began, ÒOfficials from U.S. Central Command said that 

American forces have gained strength in Iraq as airstrikes and ground forces have succeeded in 

making Ôimportant progressÕ against Islamic State fighters,Ó and later referenced the San 

Bernardino shooting, Òthe F.B.I. announced that it was treating the massacre as an act of 

terrorism and warned of new San Bernardino-style attacks to come.Ó  The article in the high 

strength !  low threat condition began in the same manner, and included statements such as, 

ÒÔWithout a doubt, we are safer today than at any point in the past 15 years.ÕÓ  Pilot studies 

showed that the manipulations resulted in higher levels of the proper variables than their 

counterparts, and the final experiment confirmed these findings.  Participants were asked one 

manipulation check question related to threat after they were exposed to the manipulations.  

Using a four-point scale, respondents were asked how much they agreed or disagreed with the 

following statement: ÒThe articles downplayed threat to U.S. national security from ISIS.Ó  The 

two conditions emphasizing high threat (M = 2.42, SD = 1.14) reported higher levels of threat 

than the two emphasizing low threat (M = 2.14, SD = 1.10), t(497) = 2.84, p < .01, d = .25.  

Importantly, the two experimental conditions did not interact to predict higher levels of 

perceived threat, F(1, 495) = 1.17, p = .28, η2 = .001. 
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In-group strength.  I manipulated in-group strength by emphasizing military success and 

failure on the part of the United States.  For example, the article in the high threat !  high 

strength condition began, ÒUrging increased military action against the terrorist group known as 

the Islamic State, top U.S. intelligence officials stated that the organization poses an immediate 

threat to Americans,Ó and later referenced U.S. military strength, ÒBuoyed by the success in 

Ramadi, the American-led coalition that is fighting the Islamic State conducted a number of 

airstrikes around Mosul and Falluja.Ó  The article in the high threat !  low strength condition 

began in the same manner, and included statements such as, ÒSenior officials at the Department 

of Homeland Security and the Pentagon admitted that the strategy to pull fighters out of Syria, 

teach them advanced combat skills and return them to face the Islamic State had simply failed.Ó  

Participants were asked one manipulation check question related to military success after they 

were exposed to the manipulations.  Using a four-point scale, ranging from agree strongly to 

disagree strongly, the statement read, ÒThe articles suggested the U.S. military efforts against 

ISIS are succeeding.Ó The two conditions emphasizing high in-group strength (M = 2.88, SD = 

1.09) reported higher levels of perceived in-group success than the two emphasizing low in-

group strength (M = 2.67, SD = 1.08), t(497) = -2.24, p < .05, d = .19.  This statement was taken 

from a CNN/ORC poll and was selected because it used the degrade and destroy terminology 

and was asked four times between September 2014 and March 2015.  Importantly, the two 

experimental conditions did not interact to predict higher levels of perceived success of U.S. 

military efforts, F(1, 495) = .31, p = .88, η2 = .001. 

Group emotion. The experiment had two mediators about which I made predictions: 

group anger and group anxiety/fear.  Group anger was measured using five statements, and a 

scale that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much), and asked: ÒWhen you think about yourself 
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as an American, to what extent do you feel the following emotion: anger at ISIS militants, 

furious at ISIS militants, mad at ISIS militants, hostile toward ISIS militants, and outraged at 

ISIS militants?  The prompt was taken from SmithÕs et al. (2007) examination of group emotion.  

These scholars measured anger as angry, disgusted, and irritated, which produced alpha = .76; 

my adaptation resulted in CronbachÕs alpha of .94.  Group anxiety/fear was measured with the 

same prompt, and asked: worried about ISIS militants, fearful about ISIS militants, anxious 

about ISIS militants, afraid of ISIS militants, and scared of ISIS militants?  Smith et al. (2007) 

measured anxiety with uneasy and afraid, reaching alpha = .69; here, the standardized inter-

correlation among the items produced CronbachÕs alpha = .93.   

Individual emotion. The same questions asked above were also asked about individual-

level emotion.  Following Smith et al. (2007) the prompt read, ÒWhen you think about yourself 

as an individual, to what extent are you actually experiencing the following emotion?Ó 

CronbachÕs alpha for individual-level anger was .96, and .96 for anxiety.  Importantly, the 

correlations between individual- and group-level emotions were low (see Table 2). 

Table 2 
 
Correlations Between Emotions 
 
  

Group 
Anger 
 

 
Group 
Anxiety 

 
Individual 
Anger 

 
Individual 
Anxiety 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
.45*  

 
.38* 

 
.20*  

Group Anxiety        -- .28* .65* 
Individual Anger       -- .62* 
Individual Anxiety          -- 
     
 
Note. * N = 499, each correlation is significant at p < .01 
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 Support for combat policies. I examined combat policies in four ways: (a) airstrikes, (b) 

boots on the ground, and (c) support for U.S. military action, (d) support for foreign military 

action.  The same question prompt and scale, which ranged from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly 

disagree), that were used with the non-combat policies were used here.  The combat policy 

statements read: (a) ÒDo you favor or oppose the U.S. using airstrikes in Syria and Iraq, 

including piloted aircraft and unmanned airstrikes such as drones or cruise missiles in order to 

assist groups in those countries that are fighting Islamic militants?Ó (M = 3.15, SD = .89), (b) 

ÒDo you favor or oppose the U.S. sending additional ground troops to Iraq and Syria in order to 

assist groups in those countries that are fighting Islamic militants?Ó (M = 2.63, SD = .96), (c) 

ÒDo you favor or oppose the U.S. taking military action in Iraq and Syria to fight Islamic 

militants?Ó (M = 2.95, SD = .92), and ÒDo you favor or oppose political leaders in other countries 

taking military action in Iraq and Syria to fight Islamic militants?Ó (M = 3.27, SD = .84).  The 

wording for these questions was adapted from a September 2014 New York Times poll. 

Support for non-combat policies. I examined non-combat policies in four ways: (a) 

humanitarian aid, (b) military advisors/training, (c) negotiating with ISIL, and (d) torture.  

Wording for these questions combined elements from a host of sources including Pew, 

CNN/ORC, CBS/New York Times, Gallup, and Wall Street Journal polls.  The question prompt 

for the non-combat questions was adapted from a Wall Street Journal poll and read: ÒNext are 

some actions the United States and its allies might take in response to the current situation 

regarding Islamic militants in Iraq and Syria.  Please tell me whether you favor or oppose each of 

the following,Ó and inquired about three policies using a scale ranging from 1 (oppose strongly) 

to 4 (favor strongly).  The policy questions read: (a) ÒDo you favor or oppose the U.S. sending 

additional military advisers to Iraq and Syria in order to train and assist groups in those countries 
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that are fighting Islamic militants?Ó (M = 2.62, SD = .64), (b) ÒDo you favor or oppose the U.S. 

providing humanitarian aid to people in Iraq and Syria in order to assist groups in those countries 

displaced by Islamic militants?Ó (M = 2.98, SD = .84), and (c) ÒDo you favor or oppose the U.S. 

negotiating with Islamic militants in Iraq and Syria to ensure the release of American hostages?Ó  

(M = 2.81, SD = .97).  Support for torture was assessed by a single question drawn from Tarrant, 

Branscombe, Warner, and Weston (2012), and took the following form: ÒThinking about the type 

of response you think is appropriate for the United States fighting Islamic militants in Iraq and 

Syria: To what extent do you think torture by U.S. interrogators is justified?Ó (M = 3.98, SD = 

2.04).  Following Tarrant et al. (2012), I used a scale ranging from 1 (not at all justified) to 7 

(extremely justified). 

Group sentiment.  Group sentiment was assessed in three ways: (a) in-group favoritism 

as patriotism, (b) out-group animosity as modern racism toward Muslims, and (c), support for a 

prototypical group leader as presidential approval.  Patriotism was assessed using FedericoÕs et 

al. (2005) five-question measure, which used a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree).  The statements read: (a) ÒI am proud to be an American, (b) ÒI have great love 

for my country,Ó (c) ÒThe symbols of the United States (e.g., the flag, Washington monument) 

do not move me one way of the other (reverse coded),Ó (d) ÒI find the sight of the American flag 

very moving,Ó and (e) ÒEvery time I hear the national anthem, I feel strongly moved.Ó  Federico 

et al. (2005) reported alpha = .75 on these items; here, the standardized inter-correlation among 

the items produced CronbachÕs alpha = .88. The modern racism toward Muslims measure used 

here consisted of five items taken from Wohl and Branscombe (2009), and used a scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).  The statements read: (a) ÒDiscrimination 

against Muslims is no longer a problem in the United States,Ó (b) ÒIt is easy to understand the 
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anger of Muslim people in America (reverse coded),Ó (c) ÒMuslims should not push themselves 

where they are not wanted,Ó ÒOver the past few years, Muslims have gotten more economically 

than they deserve,Ó and ÒMuslims are getting too demanding in their push for equal rights.Ó  

Wohl and Branscombe (2009) reported alpha = .65 on these items; here, the standardized inter-

correlation among the items produced CronbachÕs alpha = .75.  Presidential approval was 

assessed using GallupÕs question, and read: ÒDo you approve or disapprove of the way Barack 

Obama is handling his job as President?Ó  The response options for this question were 

disapprove (1 = 55%) and approve (0 = 45%). 

Analytical procedures. My strategy for testing the predictions in this experiment was 

essentially identical for each hypothesis and research question.  I first ran moderated-mediation 

models for each of the hypotheses, and then ran basic mediation models.  I briefly distinguish 

between moderated-mediation and basic mediation, and then describe the results.   

Similar to a basic mediation model, moderated-mediation considers three effects: the 

direct, indirect, and total effects (Hayes, 2009), but the indirect effect in moderated-mediation is 

slightly more complicated than the indirect effect in basic mediation.  According to Hayes 

(2009), the indirect effect in moderated-mediation should be thought of as the change in the 

outcome variable (e.g., support for war) that can be attributed to a unit change in the independent 

variable (e.g., group threat) through the independent variableÕs effect on the mediator (e.g., 

group anger) at different levels of a moderating variable (e.g., group strength).  One key 

difference between mediation and moderated-mediation is that in basic mediation, the total effect 

is the sum of the direct and indirect effects, while in moderated-mediation the indirect effect is 

not a single number (Shrout & Bolger, 2002).    
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The indirect effect in mediation is straightforward and is simply the product of the 

relationships between X (e.g., group threat) and M (e.g., group anger) and between M (e.g., group 

anger) and Y (e.g., support for war).  In the current work, though, there are four potential indirect 

effects for each moderated-mediation model: the relationship between X (e.g., group threat) and 

M (e.g., group emotion) at different levels of W (e.g., group strength).  Having multiple indirect 

effects that correspond to multiple independent variables and mediators means that there are 

multiple total effects.  The direct effect between X and Y is similar for mediation and moderated-

mediation, and is the relationship between X (e.g., threat condition) and Y (e.g., support for war) 

when controlling for the mediator and moderator.  

To formally test whether the indirect effects in the moderated-mediation models were 

statistically significant I used the PROCESS module in SPSS (Hayes, 2009).  When assessing 

moderated-mediation, scholars typically evaluate the significance of the indirect effects by 

building confidence intervals around them through a bootstrapping process (see Hayes, 2009; 

MacKinnon et al., 2000; Shrout & Bolger, 2002), now described in terms of the index of 

moderated-mediation (Hayes, 2015).  The index of moderated-mediation relies on a 

boostrapping method whereby cases are drawn from the population and then resampled to 

construct confidence intervals around the indirect effect (MacKinnon et al., 2004).  This method 

can detect a significant indirect effect even if the direct and total effects do not reach 

conventional levels of significance (Hayes, 2009).  Simply put, the index of moderated-

mediation examines the indirect effect of a predictor on an outcome variable, X on Y, through a 

mediator, M, as a function of a moderator, W.  When the indirect effect of X on Y varies at 

different levels of W, then the XW interaction is said to different from zero.  Because the 

moderator used here is dichotomous, when the index of moderated mediation reaches statistical 
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signif icance, it means that the difference is between the two conditional indirect effects 

associated with the two levels of the moderator (i.e., group strength).  Any model in which the 

index of moderated-mediation reaches statistical significance means that the indirect effect of X 

on Y through M is not independent of the moderator, W. 

 In total, the methodological strategy employed here was two-fold.  First, I used a content 

analysis to systematically track media coverage over a 12-month period between 2014 and 2015 

regarding U.S.-ISIL relations.  Second, I explored the effect of variation in this coverage via a 

short experiment.  This chapter detailed the collection, coding, and variables used in these 

studies.  Where appropriate, I also included basic descriptive statistics and reliability scores for 

variables.  The next chapter documents the findings of these two studies, beginning first with the 

content analysis and then moving to the experiment.   
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Chapter 5: Results 

 This chapter first reports the results of the content analysis and then moves to the 

experiment.  The first set of hypotheses and research questions that this project sought to answer 

concerned media coverage of U.S. policy toward ISIL and relied on a content analysis of a yearÕs 

worth of news across a host of print and online outlets.  This chapter begins by addressing the 

hypotheses and research questions related to indexing and echoing theories.  While the analysis 

consisted of a full year of coverage, because Washington officials initially supported U.S. 

military involvement before withdrawing support from the president, the most insightful trends 

occurred during the first four to six months of the intervention.   Focusing on media coverage 

during the early stages of the intervention thus sheds lights on the theoretical expectations of 

indexing and echoing, and helps to generate conclusions about the nature of press independence 

in America.  

 The second set of hypotheses and research questions this dissertation engaged relied on 

an experiment to explore the effects of media coverage on public opinion about U.S. policy 

toward ISIL.  Because news coverage varies in terms of threat and national identity content, it 

makes sense to examine how these changes affect public opinion.  By relying on actual news 

coverage drawn from the year in question and by manipulating key variables this experiment 

begins to explore the role of news coverage and emotion on public opinion during national 

crises.  Taken together, the benefit of these divergent methodologies lies in the fact that the 

content analysis describes news content and the experiment explores how variation in content 

affects public opinion.  These approaches complement each other in that the experiment helps 

bolster the inferences made about why news coverage of war is worthy of study, while the 

content analysis demonstrates that variation in experimental stimuli occurs in real-world settings.  



 134 

Content Analysis 

 Indexing. Results of the statistical analyses I employed to test the hypotheses for this 

content analysis are as follows.  H1a predicted that media coverage would reflect elite levels of 

consensus by reporting one-sided debate regarding non-combat policies between June and 

September 2014, as elite consensus developed in support for the administrationÕs non-combat 

policies.  H1a was not supported.  In order to test this hypothesis I created a measure of elite 

debate by subtracting the number of paragraphs per article opposing non-combat policies (M = 

.01, SD = .14) from the number of paragraphs per article supporting non-combat policies (M = 

.09, SD = .42).  The closer the number was to 0, the more even-handed the coverage of elite 

debate, with higher positive numbers indicating support for non-combat policies.  The results of 

a one-way repeated measures ANOVA show that coverage of elite debate regarding non-combat 

policies did not change during the first four months of the intervention, F(3, 15) = .83, p = .50, 

η2 = .14.11  Pairwise comparisons using BonferroniÕs test was consistent with this finding, 

showing no difference in coverage of non-combat policies across the first four months of the 

intervention.  H1b extended this analysis throughout the year and was consistent with the above 

results, F(12, 60) = 1.45, p = .17, η2 = .23.  These trends show that the first two hypotheses were 

not supported.  If news media were adhering to the indexing norm, then one-sided coverage 

would have spiked in August and September 2014 in support of non-combat policies (higher 

numbers) and been lower thereafter.  This was not the pattern observed here, as a BonferroniÕs 

test was showed no difference in coverage of non-combat policies throughout the entire year.  

These observations begin to provide a picture of press independence, but because non-combat 

																																																								
11	The subject variable (rows) in each of the repeated measures designs are the six distinct news 
outlets: Huffington Post, The Daily Beast, Slate, New York Times, Washington Post, and Los 
Angeles Times, which were given codes of 1 = print, 0 = online.	 
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policies played a relatively smaller role than combat policies with respect to media coverage, a 

more definitive explanation of press independence should focus on coverage of combat policies. 

 H2a/b provides a clearer picture of press independence by shifting the focus from non-

combat policies to combat policies.  H2a predicted one-sided media coverage of combat policies 

between June and September 2014, and H2b predicted that two-sided debate would follow after 

September 2014, when elites diverged on combat policies.  H2a and H2b were supported.  

Again, I created a measure of elite debate by subtracting the number of paragraphs per article 

opposing combat policies (M = .07, SD = .35) from the number of paragraphs per article 

supporting combat policies (M = .45, SD = 1.13).  The closer the number was to 0, the more 

even-handed coverage of elite debate, with higher numbers indicating support for combat 

policies.  The results of a one-way repeated measures ANOVA show that coverage of elite 

debate regarding combat policies changed during the first four months of the intervention, F(3, 

15) = 7.36, p < .01, η2 = .60.  A BonferroniÕs pairwise comparison showed no difference in 

coverage of combat policies between any of the months, but because I predicted this change, I 

followed up with planned comparisons.  A paired-samples t-test showed as significant difference 

in support for combat policies between June 2014 (M = .41, SD = .48) and September 2014 (M = 

.95, SD = .73), t(5) = -2.90, p < .05, d = .87.  I then extended the analysis to the entire year and 

found that after September 2014, the level of support for combat policies changed again, F(12, 

60) = 4.03, p < .001, η2 = .45.  Although a BonferroniÕs pairwise comparison showed no 

significant difference between any of the months, a planned comparison between September 

2014 revealed that by January 2015 (M = .05, SD = .05) coverage supporting combat policies had 

significantly was lower, t(5) = -2.90, p < .05, d = 1.74.  If news media were adhering to the 

indexing norm, then coverage would have been one-sided in support of combat policies during 
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the beginning of the intervention, when elites were in agreement (higher numbers), and two-

sided after September (lower numbers), when elite debate was split.  This is what I found.  These 

findings suggest that in terms of pro- and con-combat policies, the press closely followed the 

lead of Washington elites throughout the intervention.  Next, I compared print and online news 

with regard to their levels of indexing to see if either format reflected elite debate more closely 

than the other.   

H2 showed support for the indexing rule while H1 did not.  It could be the case, however, 

that separately print or online news media were less likely to reproduce the parameters of the 

policy debates set by Washington officials.  To address this possibility, RQ1 compared the levels 

of indexing in print and online news using the difference score between paragraphs per article 

opposing and supporting non-combat policies created above (M = .08, SD = .42) as the outcome 

variable.  I conducted a 2 !  13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the news format (print or 

online) served as the between-subjects variable, and time (months between June 2014 and June 

2015) served as the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was not 

significant, F(1, 4) = .90, p = .40, η2 = .18, and the main effect of time did not reach significance 

F(12, 48) = 1.33, p = .23, η2 = .25.  The news format by time interaction did not reach 

significance, F(12, 48) = .58, p = .85, η2 = .13.  This suggests print and online media tended to 

cover non-combat policies the same way throughout the year. 

 Next, I repeated this analysis with combat policies, using the difference score between 

paragraphs per article opposing and supporting combat policies created above (M = .38, SD = 

1.08) as the outcome variable.  I conducted a 2 × 13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the news 

format (print or online) served as the between-subjects variable, and time (months between June 

2014 and June 2015) served as the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was 
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not significant, F(1, 4) = 2.08, p = .22, η2 = .34, while the main effect of time reached 

significance F(12, 48) = 4.27, p < .001, η2 = .52.  The news format by time interaction did not 

reach significance, F(12, 48) = 1.30, p = .25, η2 = .25.  RQ1 is therefore consistent with H1 and 

H2, and the significant omnibus here appears to be driven by the high levels of support for 

combat policies across both media formats in August and September 2014, compared to the 

lower levels in 2015.  Because time was significant, I repeated the mixed design ANOVA 

looking only at the first four months of the conflict, and the interaction did not reach 

significance, F(3, 12) = .87, p = .49, η2 = .18.  This finding is important because August and 

September 2014 were the months in which elite consensus crystalized around support for 

President ObamaÕs policies.  It was during these months that the president initiated airstrikes on 

Iraq, expanded airstrikes to Syria, deployed more than 1,500 military personnel to Iraq, and 

delivered a major address to the nation seeking support for the military intervention against ISIL.  

Finding that all forms of news media tended to follow the lead of Washington officials with 

respect to combat policy stances suggests that when it mattered most, media matched their 

coverage to fit the parameters of elite debate.      

RQ2 considered whether news media engaged in objective journalism.  The above 

hypotheses and research questions suggest that, with respect to combat policies, the press tended 

to adhere to the indexing rule by indexing the range of perspectives they published to match the 

range of perspectives expressed by Washington elites.  Working within the policy parameters set 

by government elites does not preclude the possibility that the press could report elite 

perspectives with some measure of objectivity.  As a preliminary test of how often the press 

exercised independence while remaining within the parameters set by Washington elites, I 

examined how often policy positions were accompanied by justifications for policies.  A one-
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way chi-square showed that of all the articles that contained policy positions (N = 205), roughly 

more than twice as many articles did not contain justifications (68%) for the policies they 

reported compared to those that contained justifications (32%), χ2 (1), = 26.00, p < .001, φ = .01.   

Next, I looked at whether the level of justifications for policy positions changed 

throughout the year, using the number of paragraphs per article that contained justifications for 

policy positions as the outcome variable (M = .11, SD = .41).  The results of a one-way repeated 

measures ANOVA show that the number of justification appearing per article changed over the 

year, F(12, 60) = 4.68, p < .001, η2 = .48.  A BonferroniÕs pairwise comparison showed there 

was no difference in the amount of justifications between any of the months, including the high 

of August 2014 (M = .36, SD = .28) and lows of January, April, and June 2015 (M = .00, SD = 

.00).  As this was a research question and not a hypothesis, post hocÑ not plannedÑ comparisons 

were conducted here to see if the pattern for justifications matched the pattern of elite discourse.  

Paired-samples t-tests between June (M = .15, SD = .13) and September 2014 (M = .26, SD = 

.16) showed no difference t(5) = -1.59, p = .17, d = -.75.  Looking at September 2014 and 

January 2015 (M = .00, SD = .00), though, showed that justifications were lower, t(5) = 3.89, p < 

.05, d = -2.30.  This shows that the levels of justifications were not different during the initial 

stages of opinion formation as support grew for combat policies, but changed significantly by 

2015.  This finding suggests that the press offered steady rationales for policy positions in the 

first four months of the intervention, but by the time division developed among elites regarding 

foreign policy, media provided fewer justifications for these policy stances.  

The second way the press could exhibit independence from political elites while still 

remaining within the parameters of policy debates set by Washington officials is to report 

whether policies were succeeding or failing to meet their stated goals.  As an initial test, I 
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examined how often policy positions were depicted as succeeding or failing.  A one-way chi-

square showed that of all the articles that contained policy positions (N = 205), fewer than one-

quarter (13%) mentioned whether policies were succeeding or failing, χ2 (1), = 111.22, p < .001, 

φ = 01, with only eight articles describing policies as failing during the entire year.  Next, I 

looked at whether the level of success/failure discourse regarding policies changed throughout 

the year by using the number of paragraphs per article that contained either success or failure 

discourse as the outcome variable (M = 11, SD = .41).  The results of a one-way repeated 

measures ANOVA show that the number of paragraphs containing success/failure discourse per 

article did not change over the year, F(12, 60) = .72, p  = .73, η2 = .13.  A BonferroniÕs pairwise 

comparison showed there was no difference in the amount of success/failure coverage between 

any of the months, as it remained steadily low throughout the year. 

The takeaway from these findings is that the press, on the whole, seemed somewhat 

limited in their ability or willingness to exert independence from Washington elites, particularly 

in terms of combat policies, which closely mapped onto the level of elite agreement and 

disagreement throughout the year.  Second, while the press reported more justifications for 

policy positions in September 2014 than in January 2015, a paired-samples t-test showed that the 

majority of justifications were reasons to support policies (M = .18, SD = .58) rather than to 

oppose policies (M = .03, SD = .19), t(292) = 4.32, p < .001, d = .35.  That is, news media were 

not exhibiting critical reporting.  In an effort to fulfill their duty of educating the public about the 

reasons underlying policy stances, the press provided disproportionately more reasons to support 

than oppose policy.  Combined with the above finding that pro-combat policies far outweighed 

con-combat policies, this means that the press not only favored pro-combat coverage over con-
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combat coverage, but went to considerable length to argue why those positions were supported 

by government officials. 

RQ3 sought to sharpen the picture of press independence by examining whether print or 

online media exhibited higher levels of objective journalism.  Using the number of paragraphs 

per article that contained justifications for policies as the outcome variable (M = .22, SD = .61), I 

conducted a 2 !  13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the news format (print or online) served as 

the between-subjects variable, and time (months between June 2014 and June 2015) served as 

the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was significant, F(1, 4) = 9.55, p < 

.05, η2 = .71, with print (M = .32, SD = .77) reporting more justifications than online news (M = 

.14, SD = .44).  The main effect of time was significant F(12, 48) = 4.98, p < .001, η2 = .56, and 

the news format by time interaction did not reach significance, F(12, 48) = 1.32, p = .24, η2 = 

.24.  Because news format and time were significant, I repeated the mixed design ANOVA 

looking only at the first four months of the conflict, and the interaction did not reach 

significance, F(3, 12) = .40, p = .75, η2 = .09.  This suggests print media tended to provide more 

justifications for policies than online news, and this difference continued throughout the year. 

Next, I replicated the above analysis with respect to success/failure coverage by using the 

total number of paragraphs per article that contained either success or failure discourse as the 

outcome variable (M = 11, SD = .41).  I conducted a 2 !  13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the 

news format (print or online) served as the between-subjects variable, and time (months between 

June 2014 and June 2015) served as the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news 

format was not significant, F(1, 4) = .33, p = .60, η2 = .08, and the main effect of time was not 

significant F(12, 48) = .72, p = .73, η2 = .15.  The news format by time interaction did not reach 

significance, F(12, 48) = .98, p = .48, η2 = .20.  This shows that success/failure discourse 
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remained steadily low across both platforms throughout the year.  The findings reported thus far 

show that news media tended to follow the indexing rule, remaining largely within the 

parameters set by official policy debates among Washington elite.  Print media were more likely 

than online media to provide justifications for policies and these justifications consisted of 

reasons to favor government policies.    

 RQ4 asked whether news media exercised press independence by going beyond the range 

of official policy debates set by Washington elites by engaging in watchdog journalism.  I 

examined this possibility in two ways.  First, I looked at whether news media turned to unofficial 

sources (i.e., not Washington elites) for policy positions.  Second, I explored whether news 

media questioned the authority of the White House to engage in the military intervention against 

ISIL.  I found that the press often relied on unofficial sources, but rarely questioned the authority 

of the White House.  I looked specifically at the early months, between June and September 

2014, because this was when congressional support was highest for White House policies.  That 

is, questioning the authority of the administration to engage ISIL militarily at the beginning of 

the conflict would be evidence of news media fulfilling their watchdog role.  On the other hand, 

waiting until congressional support waned (post-September 2014) to question the presidentÕs 

authority suggests that media were adhering to the indexing norm.  Similarly, seeking unofficial 

sources early in the conflict that opposed the administrationÕs policies would serve as evidence 

of watchdog journalism because Washington elites were united in support of the presidentÕs 

military policies.  After Congress began to oppose White House policy (post-September 2014), 

the press would have little reason to seek unofficial sources for oppositional perspectives 

because, at that point, disagreement had developed among elites.  Put simply, if early in the 

military intervention, the press questioned the authority of the White House and sought out 
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unofficial sources, this would serve as strong evidence of watchdog journalism.  If the press 

waited until after elites began to divide on foreign policy to give voice to dissenting perspectives, 

then this would serve as evidence of indexing.  

 As a preliminary test, I conducted a paired-sample t-test to compare the number of 

paragraphs per article that attributed a policy position to an unofficial source (M = .42, SD = 

1.23) to the number of paragraphs per article that attributed a position to an official source (M = 

.23, SD = .71), and found that unofficial sources appeared more frequently, t(855) = -4.27, p < 

.001, d = .19.  I clarified this difference by looking at how many articles contained official 

sources only (37%), unofficial sources only (39%), and both (24%).  Of all the articles that 

attributed a policy position to a source (N = 185), a one-way chi-square showed that unofficial 

sources were the most prevalent, χ2 (2), = 6.89, p < .05., φ = .01   

Next, I examined how often news media sought input from outside sources throughout 

the year.  I created a measure of source affiliation by subtracting the number of paragraphs per 

article that cited policy positions of official sources (M = .23, SD = .71) from the number of 

paragraphs per article that cited unofficial sources (M = .42, SD = 1.23), with higher numbers 

indicating more reliance on unofficial sources (M = .18, SD = 1.29).  The results of a one-way 

repeated measures ANOVA show that the reliance on unofficial and official sources remained 

steady throughout the year, F(12, 60) = .83, p = .62, η2 = .14, and BonferroniÕs pairwise 

comparisons showed there was no difference in source reliance between any of the months.  As 

this was a research question and not a hypothesis, post hocÑ not plannedÑ comparisons were 

conducted here to see if the pattern of coverage of source affiliation matched elite trends.  

Paired-samples t-tests between June (M = -.20, SD = .41) and September 2014 (M = .32, SD = 

.87) showed no difference t(5) = -1.53, p = .19, d = -.76.  Looking at September 2014 and 
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January 2015 (M = .11, SD = .20) also showed that coverage of sources had not significantly 

changed, t(5) = .51, p = .63, d = .33.  These finding could be interpreted as evidence that the 

press exhibited a moderate, and consistent, amount of press independence from Washington 

elites throughout the year.  Not only did news media rely on unofficial sources more than official 

sources, but they did so irrespective of Washington consensus or division. 

Second, I examined whether news media questioned the authority of the president to 

initiate policy.  Looking at the first four months of the intervention, I observed that media did not 

question the authority of the president at allÑ i.e., no articles that appeared on the front page of 

print or online news questioned the authority of the White House to initiate combat or non-

combat policies.  In fact, looking across the entire year showed that very little coverage 

questioned White House authority, as coverage questioning the administrationÕs authority to 

initiate policy appeared only in two months: November 2014 and May 2015.  Given the absence 

of con-authority coverage, I examined authority coverage throughout the year by using the 

number of paragraphs per article that were pro-authority (M = .05, SD = .27).  The results of a 

one-way repeated measures ANOVA show that the amount of pro-authority coverage changed 

throughout the year, F(12, 60) = 2.87, p < .01, η2 = .36.  A BonferroniÕs pairwise comparison 

showed there was no difference in pro-authority coverage between any of the months.  As this 

was a research question and not a hypothesis, post hocÑ not plannedÑ comparisons were 

conducted here to see if the pattern for pro-authority coverage matched the pattern of elite 

discourse.  Paired-samples t-tests between June (M = .09, SD = .14) and September 2014 (M = 

.17, SD = .19) showed no difference t(5) = -.77, p = .48, d = -.48.  Looking at September 2014 

and January 2015 (M = .00, SD = .00) revealed that pro-authority coverage had not significantly 

decreased, t(5) = 2.18, p = .08, d = -1.27.  This finding suggests that although pro-authority 
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coverage was different throughout the year, it did not match the pattern of elite discourse or 

agreement.  On the whole, the press extended coverage beyond the range of official debate by 

citing unofficial sources, but did not question White House authority to initiate policy.  The fact 

that the press did not alter their coverage to reflect official debate is evidence that they were not 

strictly following the indexing norm, and provides some evidence of press independence.  The 

bigger takeaway was the complete lack of coverage questioning of the administrationÕs authority 

to initiate policy. 

RQ5 explored the possibility that print and online media would differ in their levels of 

watchdog journalism.  First, I used a two-way chi-square to compare the number of articles in 

print and online media that contained official sources only, unofficial sources only, and both; 

finding a significant difference, χ2 (2), = 12.80, p < .01, φ = .26.  Table 3 shows that a larger 

proportion of print articles (37%) contained both official and unofficial sources than the 

proportion in online news (14%).  This difference cannot be attributed to the length of the 

articles, as the number of paragraphs coded in each format was equivalent.   

Next, I used the difference score between the number of paragraphs per article that cited 

unofficial and official sources described above, where scores close to 0 reflected an equal 

distribution and higher scores indicated greater reliance on unofficial sources (M = .18, SD = 

1.29) as the outcome variable.  I conducted a 2 × 13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the news 

format (print or online) served as the between-subjects variable, and time (months between June 

2014 and June 2015) served as the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was 

not significant, F(1, 4) = .02, p = .69, η2 = .04, and the main effect of time was not significant 

F(12, 48) = .96, p = .50, η2 = .20.  The news format by time interaction did not reach 

significance, F(12, 48) = 1.77, p = .08, η2 = .31.  As an additional check, I repeated the mixed 
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design ANOVA looking only at the first four months of the conflict, and the interaction did not 

reach significance, F(3, 12) = 2.08, p = .16, η2 = .34.  This shows that news media tended to rely 

equally on unofficial sources more than official sources and this trend was consistent throughout 

the year.  In this way, media were more likely to extend the range of debate beyond Washington 

elites than to question the authority of government officials to initiate policy.  One of the key 

assumptions of indexing theory is that when unofficial sources show up in the news, it is the 

equivalent to more critical perspectives than if official sources were cited.  

This means that although news media seemed to reproduce the distribution of opinions 

among Washington elites in its coverage, they actually incorporated more policy positions from 

non-governmental sources than policy positions from government officials.  One assumption of 

indexing is that seeking policy positions from Washington outsiders is equivalent to seeking 

perspectives that oppose the policy positions of Washington elites.  The current study, though, 

shows that while unofficial sources outnumber official sources in both media formats throughout 

the year, news media still followed the lead of Washington officials by presenting support for 

combat policies as well as justifications for those policies.  That is, RQ4 and RQ5 show that 

news media reported more policy positions from non-governmental sources than governmental 

sources, and still reported more pro combat and non-combat policies than con combat and non-

combat policies.  
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Table 3  
 
 
Sources Cited in Print and Online News 
 

   
Official Sources 

 

   
Unofficial Sources 

 	  
Both	

	

 
Print 

N = 82 

 
30% 

 
33% 

 
37%	

 
Online 
N = 106 

 
43% 

 
43% 

 
14%	

  
χ2 (2) = 12.80, p < .01, φ = .26 

 
 
Note. Articles containing policies attributed to sources. 

 
 The second part of RQ5 considered whether print or online news would be more likely to 

question the authority of President Obama to involve America in a military intervention against 

ISIL.  As opposition to White House authority was nearly non-existent, I opted to use pro-

authority mentions alone to provide a simple picture of whether print or online news explicitly 

supported presidential authority more often than their counterparts.  First, I used a two-way chi-

square to look at articles that contained any pro-authority paragraphs and found that these articles 

were just as likely to show up in print (51%) as in online media (49%), χ2 (1), = .38, p =. 53, φ = 

.06.   

Next, I used the number of paragraphs per article that were pro-authority as the outcome 

variable (M = .05, SD = .27), and conducted a 2 !  13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the news 

format (print or online) served as the between-subjects variable, and time (months between June 

2014 and June 2015) served as the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was 
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not significant, F(1, 4) = .04, p = .85, η2 = .01, and the main effect of time was significant F(12, 

48) = 3.23, p < .01, η2 = .45.  The news format by time interaction did not reach significance, 

F(12, 48) = 1.63, p = .11, η2 = .29.  Because time was significant, I repeated the mixed design 

ANOVA looking only at the first four months of the conflict, and the interaction did not reach 

significance, F(3, 12) = 1.95, p = .18, η2 = .33.  This suggests that print and online media tracked 

together as both print and online media edged toward deference to presidential authority early in 

the conflict, though this tapered off as the year progressed.  The strongest evidence for an 

independent press would be to see the presidentÕs authority questioned during the time he 

initiated military action, pre-September 2014, and this did not occur.  The findings regarding 

watchdog journalism, or the lack thereof, show that early in the intervention, when consensus 

existed about U.S. military involvement, news media did not explicitly question President 

ObamaÕs authority to act, and this pattern continued throughout the year across all media. 

RQ6 explored whether a new conception of the range of debate would help to shed light 

on press independence across print and online media.  I began by exploring a traditional way to 

assess press independence, by comparing the number of paragraphs per article opposing 

administration policies (M = .11, SD = .48) to the number of paragraphs per article (M = .60, SD 

= 1.44) supporting administration policies across media formats.  I conducted a 2 !  2 mixed 

design ANOVA, in which the news format (print or online) served as the between-subjects 

variable, and pro and con-administration paragraphs (averages of each across the six news 

venues) served as the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was not 

significant, F(1, 4) = .98, p = .38, η2 = .20, and the main effect of pro/con paragraphs was 

significant F(1, 4) = 18.52, p < .05, η2 = .82.  The news format by pro/con interaction did not 

reach significance, F(1, 4) = 1.90, p = .24, η2 = .32.  This shows that throughout the conflict both 



 148 

print and online media reported a similar for pro-administration policies, and this lasted 

throughout the year.  Combined with the findings of RQ5, this suggests that even though 

unofficial sources were cited more frequently than official sources, pro-administration coverage 

remained dominant.  Next, I shifted the focus from pro- and con-administration policies to 

combat and non-combat policies.   

Because citing nongovernmental sources does not necessarily equate to hostile views 

toward government policies showing up in the news, it can be useful to measure the range of 

debate as a spectrum of policies, combat and non-combat here, to see if independence can enter 

coverage in a different way.  I first compared the number of articles in print and online venues 

that contained both combat and non-combat policy options to those that contained only one 

option.   Of the 199 stories that contained combat and/or non-combat policies, only 42 (21%) 

contained both.  A two-way chi-square showed that a majority of the articles that contained both 

types of policies appeared in print, 25 (60%), χ2 (2), = 7.05, p < .05, φ = .19.  Insofar as 

appearing on the front page of a newspaper implies that a policy is a feasible option, the 

tendency for print to present both combat and non-combat policies together represents a 

widening of the political discourse in a meaningful way.  

Next, observing combat policies (M = .45, SD = .17) greatly outnumbered non-combat 

policies (M = .07, SD = .03), t(5) = 5.87, p < .01, η2 = 3.11,  I created a new measure to serve as 

the outcome variable: combat ratio.  Combat ratio is the proportion of total paragraphs 

containing examples of indexing regarding combat policies (M = .75, SD = .33).  I conducted a 2 

× 13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the news format (print or online) served as the between-

subjects variable, and time (months between June 2014 and June 2015) served as the within-

subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was not significant, F(1, 4) = .09, p = .78, η2 
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= .02, and the main effect of time was not significant F(12, 48) = .31, p = .98, η2 = .07.  The 

news format by time interaction did not reach significance, F(12, 48) = 1.79, p = .08, η2 = .31.  

This shows that combat and noncombat policies were more likely to appear together in print, and 

that throughout the conflict both print and online media gave more attention to combat than non-

combat policies. 

Figure 5. Pro- and con-administration policies.  

Echoing. H3 shifted the focus from indexing to echoing, and predicted that press echoing 

of national identity and national threat would spike following times of high presidential 

communication, particularly in August and September 2014 and February and May 2015, and 

was confirmed12.  National identity was assessed as the number of paragraphs per article that 

referenced U.S. or American identity (M = .99, SD = 1.68).  The results of a one-way repeated 

measures ANOVA show that coverage referencing national identity changed during the year, 

																																																								
12	H3 predicts that media coverage follows elite discourse. A related, but distinct, question (RQ7) 
asks whether this trend is qualified by media format. Because national identity coverage was 
conditioned by format, the main effect for time described in H3 should not be interpreted (see 
RQ7 below). 
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F(12, 60) = 3.45, p < .001, η2 = .4113.  A BonferroniÕs pairwise comparison showed no 

difference in coverage of national identity between any of the months, but because I predicted a 

spike in August and September 2014, I followed up with planned comparisons.  A paired-

samples t-test showed no change in national identity coverage between June (M = 1.12, SD = 

.97) and September 2014 (M = 2.06, SD = 1.04), t(5) = -1.83, p = .13, d = -.93.  I also compared 

September 2014 to January 2015 (M = .35, SD = .32) and found a significant difference, t(5) = 

3.71, p < .05, d = -2.22.  This shows that early in the intervention references to the nation were 

steadily high, and by 2015 had dropped off substantially.   

I next replicated this analysis with national threat as the outcome variable, which was 

assessed as the number of paragraphs per article that referenced threat to the nation (M = .03, SD 

= .20).  The results of a one-way repeated measures ANOVA show that coverage referencing 

national threat changed during the year, F(12, 60) = 3.88, p < .001, η2 = .44.  A BonferroniÕs 

pairwise comparison showed no difference in coverage of national threat between any of the 

months, but because I predicted a spike in August and September 2014, I followed up with 

planned comparisons.  A paired-samples t-test revealed a difference in national threat coverage 

between June (M = .00, SD = .00) and September 2014 (M = .16, SD = .13), t(5) = -3.01, p < .05, 

d = 1.74.  I also compared September 2014 to January 2015 (M = .00, SD = .00) and found a 

significant difference, t(5) = 3.01, p < .05, d = 1.74.  Figure 8 shows that national identity 

coverage and national threat coverage spiked with presidential communication, particularly in 

August and September 2014, though coverage of national identity was conditioned by media 

format. 

																																																								
13 The subject variable (rows) in each of the repeated measures designs are the six distinct news 
outlets: Huffington Post, The Daily Beast, Slate, New York Times, Washington Post, and Los 
Angeles Times, and each venue received a code: print = 1, online = 0. 
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Figure 6. Comparing echoing, national identity, and national threat coverage across the year. 

RQ7 explored whether national identity and national threat coverage differed across 

platforms, and I found that national identity coverage changed throughout the year based on 

media platform.  Using the same measure for national identity mentioned above as the outcome 

variable, I conducted a 2 !  13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the news format (print or online) 

served as the between-subjects variable, and time (months between June 2014 and June 2015) 

served as the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was not significant, F(1, 

4) = .02, p = .90, η2 = .01, and the main effect of time was significant F(12, 48) = 4.14, p < .001, 

η2 = .51.  These main effects should not be interpreted as the news format by time interaction 

attained significance, F(12, 48) = 2.01, p < .05, η2 = .33.  Because this interaction was 

significant, I repeated the mixed design ANOVA looking only at the first four months of the 

conflict, and the interaction did not reach significance, F(3, 12) = 2.32, p = .13, η2 = .37.  Early 

in the conflict print media (September 2014: M  = 2.52, SD = .73) produced high levels of 

national identity coverage while at the same time, online media (September 2014: M  = 1.59, SD 

= 1.23) generated less.  By the end of the year, though, it was online media (June 2015: M  = 
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1.70, SD = 1.21) that generated higher levels of national identity coverage than print (June 2015: 

M  = .07, SD = .12).   

Using the same measure for national threat mentioned above as the outcome variable, I 

conducted a 2 !  13 mixed design ANOVA, in which the news format (print or online) served as 

the between-subjects variable, and time (months between June 2014 and June 2015) served as 

the within-subjects variable.  The main effect of news format was not significant, F(1, 4) = 2.66, 

p = .18, η2 = .40, and the main effect of time was significant F(12, 48) = 3.95, p < .001, η2 = .50. 

The news format by time interaction did not reach significance, F(12, 48) = 1.09, p = .39, η2 = 

.21.  This shows that threat coverage across both media formats followed elite discourse by 

spiking in August and September 2014. 

 
Figure 7. Comparing national identity coverage across the year by format. 

RQ8 addressed another part of this analysis by attempting to clarify how and why foreign 

policy rhetoric was echoed heavily in the press.  I found that national identity discourse was 

more closely linked to press echoing of presidential rhetoric than national threat discourse.  To 
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address this question I compared two alternative explanations.  Coe and Bradshaw (2014) 

attributed high levels of press echoing of foreign policy speeches to the Òus and themÓ dynamic 

present in foreign policy addresses, noting that domestic addresses do not share the same 

inherent conflict.  If national identity coverageÑ in the form of Òus and themÓ discourseÑ were 

driving echoing, then articles contain instances of echoing would also reference America and/or 

ISIL.  Otherwise put, it would be uncommon for echoing to appear when references to American 

national identity do not also appear.  An alternative explanation of why foreign policy addresses 

receive substantial coverage would be that foreign policy speeches often include crisis discourse, 

likely manifested as threat-coverage.  Given the particularly salient example of foreign policy 

crisis and national threat present in the current study, the likelihood of national threat driving 

press echoing of presidential discourse was high.  If threat coverage were driving echoing, when 

articles contain instances of echoing, then articles would also contain references to national 

threatÑ that is, it would be uncommon for echoing to appear when references to national threat 

do not appear.   

As a preliminary test of these competing explanations I used a paired-samples t-test to 

compare the number of paragraphs per article that contained references to national identity (M = 

.95, SD = .40) to the number of paragraphs containing national threat (M = .03, SD = .01), and 

found that national identity coverage outnumbered national threat, t(5) = -5.76, p < .01, d = 3.25.  

This means that roughly one paragraph containing national identity discourse appeared on the 

front page of every article published about U.S. policy toward ISIL.  To clarify the magnitude of 

this difference I ran crosstabulations between articles that contained any examples of echoing 

and also contained examples of Òus and themÓ type coverage.  I found that among the articles 

that contained any echoing (N = 89), 92% of them also contained Òus and themÓ discourseÑ i.e., 
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referenced the United States or ISIL.  In fact, only seven articles that contained examples of 

echoing did not contain examples of national identity discourse, χ2 (1), = 139.99, p < .001, φ = 

.40.  Conversely, a one-way chi-square showed that majority of the articles (73%) that contained 

examples of echoing did not contain national threat rhetoric (N = 65), a significant difference 

compared to the articles that referenced national identity (N = 24), χ2 (1), = 213.07, p < .001, φ = 

.50.  Together these findings suggest that a major component of press echoing of foreign policy 

discourse is related national identity, while national threat plays a smaller role.  

The discussion chapter reviews the implications of these findings, but there are two broad 

takeaways that help to summarize the key results of the content analysis.  First, print and online 

media exhibited some independence from Washington officials, but this did not equate to news 

content that was critical of Washington policies.  During the first four months of the military 

intervention, when lawmakers were initiating policy and public opinion was forming, the press 

offered few critiques of U.S. policy.  Only subtle differences emerged between print and online 

news, and they had more to do with justifications for policy positions, when combat and non-

combat policies showed up together, and references to national identity.  No differences arose 

between news format in terms of pro-con policy coverage or reliance on sources.  Print media 

offered more justifications for policies throughout the year.  Second, although combat policies 

outnumbered non-combat policies in both media formats, combat and non-combat policies were 

more likely to appear together in print.  Third, national identity coverage appeared more 

frequently in print media in the initial stages of the intervention and more frequently in online 

media in the late stages of the year.  Both print and online news cited more unofficial than 

official sources while still generating more pro-administration coverage than con-administration 

coverage, thus calling into question the assumption that citing nongovernmental sources 
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introduces a diversity of views into the national debate.  Finally, national identity coverage, and 

not national threat coverage, was more closely linked to press echoing of the administration.  

That is, more than 90% of the time the president was echoed in the press, it was accompanied by 

a reference to national identity.  This strong connection was not present between threat coverage 

and presidential echoing. 

Experiment 

For clarity, I begin by analyzing the first stage of the mediation modelsÑ predicting 

emotionsÑ and then examine how the experimental conditions and emotions predict the outcome 

variables.  To provide a snapshot of the findings, two of the two-way moderated-mediation 

models reached significance: in-group threat × in-group strength !  group anxiety !  modern 

racism and in-group threat !  in-group strength !  group anxiety !  support for negotiating with 

ISIL.  While the interactions described above conditioned the indirect effects, neither of these 

two models worked in the expected direction.  Second, none of the three-way moderated-

mediation models (nationalism !  in-group threat × in-group strength !  emotions !  outcome 

variables) attained significance.  Third, among the basic mediation models, group anger 

mediated the relationships between in-group threat and the outcome variables in eight of the 11 

models. 

 Dependent measures. I first examined the effect of each experimental condition on 

levels of group and individual emotions.  Tables 5 and 6 display the descriptive statistics for each 

experimental condition according to emotion.  An independent-samples t-test shows respondents 

in the high threat to the in-group condition reported higher levels of group anxiety than those in 

the low threat to the in-group condition, t(497) = 2.75, p < .05, d = .25.  The threat condition did 
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not predict any other emotions (see Table 4).  The in-group strength condition did not result in 

significantly different levels of any emotions (see Table 5).    

Table 4 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Emotions by In-Group Threat 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Emotions 

 
Experimental Conditions 

 
 
 

  
High Threat 

(n = 242) 

    
Low Threat 
(n = 257) 

 

   

       
Group Anger   
M    .31 -.23 
SD 4.40 4.37 
       
       
Group Anxiety   
M .59 -.23 
SD 4.36 4.37 
       
   
Individual Anger   
M   .32 -.28 
SD 
 

4.69 4.56 

   
Individual Anxiety   
M .40 -.35 
SD 4.67 4.52 

 
 

Note. Responses to emotion items were standardized.  
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Table 5 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Emotions by In-Group Strength 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Emotions 

 
Experimental Conditions 

 
 
 

  
High Strength 

(n = 248) 

    
Low Strength 

(n = 251) 
 

   

 
Group Anger 

 
 

 
 

M -.00 .06 
SD 4.68 4.10 

 
       
Group Anxiety   
M -.10 .13 
SD 4.59 4.42 
       
   
Individual Anger   
M -.03 .06 
SD 
 

4.72 4.55 

   
Individual Anxiety   
M -.01 .03 
SD 4.67 4.55 

 
 

Note. Responses to emotion items were standardized. 
 

 Regression analyses. The analysis began by regressing group and individual-level 

emotions on the experimental conditions and control variables.  Table 6 shows the experimental 

conditions and the control variables accounted for between eight and 16 percent of the variance 

across the four emotions, with the highest amount of explained variance occurring with group 

anxiety.  As expected, the effect of in-group threat was significant for group anxiety, b = 1.14 
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(.38), p < .01 and group anger, b = .80 (.38), p < .05,14 but not significant for either of the 

individual emotions (see Table 6).  The effect of the in-group strength was not significant for any 

of the emotions.  Importantly, the interaction between group threat and group strength reached 

significance only when predicting group anxiety, b = 1.58 (.76), p < .05.  As the interaction 

between in-group threat ! !in-group strength predicted group anxiety, main effects related to 

group anxiety as a mediator will not be interpretedÑ i.e., only main effects between in-group 

threat and group anger will be interpreted.  No other interactions, including the three-way 

interaction between threat to the in-group × in-group strength !  nationalism predicted any of the 

emotions (see Table 6). 

Mediation analyses. H4a predicted that the interaction between in-group threat and in-

group strength would result in high levels of group anger when both predictors were high.  H4a 

was not supported.  H4b predicted that the interaction between in-group threat and in-group 

strength would result in high levels of group anxiety when both predictors were low.  H4b was 

not supported.  I expected that the experimental conditions would differentially predict group 

anger and group anxiety, which would in turn have opposite effects on support for a host of 

combat policies, with anger being positively related and anxiety being negatively related to 

support for: (a) U.S. military involvement, (b) foreign military involvement, (c) airstrikes, and 

(d) troops.  Neither group anger (H4a), nor group anxiety (H4b) models reached significance, 

according to the index of moderated mediation, as the confidence intervals associated with each 

coefficient contained 0.   

 

																																																								
14	All regression coefficients are unstandardized, with standard errors in parentheses.		
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RQ9 built on H4a/b by examining the possibility that a three-way interaction between 

nationalism !  in-group threat ! !in-group strength would predict emotional responses.  Table 6 

shows that the three-way interaction did not reach significance when predicting any of the 

emotions.  PROCESS does not generate p-values for three-way interactions as it does with the 

index of moderated-mediation for the two-way interaction to indicate statistical significance.  

Even so, examining the coefficients between the XWZ !  M relationships (Table 6), and the 

conditional indirect effects (not shown) associated with each model show that nationalism did 

not moderate the relationships between in-group threat and emotion.  Moreover, the low t-values 

associated with the three-way interaction terms when predicting emotional responsesÑ averaging 

.65 across all four emotionsÑ shows that the three-way interaction did not condition the indirect 

effect between threat to the in-group and the outcome variables.  

RQ10a(b) shifted the focus from combat policies to non-combat policies: (a) sending 

advisers, (b) sending humanitarian aid, (c) support for torture, and (d) support for negotiating 

with ISIL.  RQ10a asked whether the interaction between in-group threat and in-group strength 

would result in high levels of group anger when both predictors were high.  None of the models 

reached significance with group anger as the mediator, as the confidence intervals associated 

with each coefficient contained 0.  RQ10b asked whether the interaction between in-group threat 

and in-group strength would result in high levels of group anxiety when both predictors were 

low.  One group anxiety model reached significance: in-group threat !  in-group strength !  

group anxiety !  support for negotiating with ISIL, b = .04 (.03), as the confidence intervals did 

not contain 0, 95% CI [.00, .14] (see Table 10).  The interaction between in-group threat and in-

group strength predicted group anxiety, b = 1.61 (.76), p < .05, though group anxiety scores did 

not predict support for negotiating with ISIL, b = .03 (.02), p = .08.  Decomposing the entire 
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model, I found that when in-group strength was low, the indirect effect between in-group threat 

and support for negotiating with ISIL (through group anxiety) was not significant, b = .01 (.02), 

ns, 95% CI [-.01, .06], while the indirect effect through group anxiety was significant when in-

group strength was high, b = .05 (.03), CI [.00, .14].  Similarly, looking at the simple slopes 

showed that when in-group strength was high it predicted group anxiety, b = 1.93 (.53), p < .001 

and did not predict group anxiety when in-group strength was low, b = .32 (.55) p = .55.  Finding 

that in-group strength conditioned the indirect effect of in-group threat on support for negotiating 

with ISIL through group anxiety helps to clarify the role of group anxiety in this literature.  As 

uncertainty is associated with anxiety (Frijda et al., 1989), it seems reasonable that group 

members would view negotiating with the out-group as a means of reducing uncertainty, and 

thereby alleviating group anxiety.  The present result shows that group anxiety positively 

predicted support for negotiating with the out-group, and is therefore consistent with recent work 

that found that group anxiety negatively predicted avoiding the out-group (Smith et al., 2007).     
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Table 10 
 
Regression Results for In-Group Threat !  In-Group Strength !  Group Anxiety !  Support for 
Negotiating with ISIL 
 
  

Group Anxiety 
 

 
Predictor 

Coefficient SE t p 

 
In-Group Threat 

 
1.12 

 
.38 

 
2.96 

 
.003 

In-Group Strength -.20 .38 -.52 .604 
In-Group Threat !  In-Group 
Strength 
 

1.61 .76 2.11 .035 

  
Support for Negotiating with ISIL 

 
 
Predictor 

 
Coefficient 

 
SE 

 
95% CI LL 

 
95% CI UL 

 
 
In-Group Threat 

 
-.04 

 
.09 

 
-.21 

 
.12 

In-Group Strength .05 .12 -.18 .27 
In-Group Threat !  In-Group 
Strength 

-.00 .17 -.33 .32 

Group Anxiety .03 .02 -.00 .06 
 

  
Conditional Effect at Low and High In-Group Strength 

 
 
In-Group Strength 

 
Coefficient 

 
SE 

 
95% CI LL 

 
95% CI UL 

 
 
Low (= 0) 

 
.01 

 
.02 

 
-.01 

 
.06 

High (= 1) .05 .03 .00 .14 
 

 
Note. N = 498. CI LL and CI UL = confidence interval, lower level and upper level, respectively. 
Table 10 represents a truncated version of the output, focusing on experimental conditions 
(coded 1, 0) and group anxiety alone. Cells contain unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. 
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RQ11a(b) examined three outcome variables related to group sentiment: (a) patriotism, 

(b) modern racism, and (c) presidential approval.  RQ11a asked whether the interaction between 

in-group threat and in-group strength would result in high levels of group anger when both 

predictors were high.  None of the models reached significance with group anger as the mediator, 

as the confidence intervals associated with each coefficient contained 0.  RQ11b asked whether 

the interaction between in-group threat and in-group strength would result in high levels of group 

anxiety when both predictors were low.  One group anxiety model reached significance: in-group 

threat !  in-group strength !  group anxiety !  modern racism toward Muslims, b = .17 (.12), as 

the confidence intervals did not contain 0, 95% CI [.00, .51] (see Table 11).  The interaction 

between in-group threat and in-group strength predicted group anxiety, b = 1.61 (.76), p < .05, 

though group anxiety scores did not predict support for modern racism toward Muslims, b = .10 

(.06), p = .07.  Decomposing the entire model (see Figure 9), I found that when in-group strength 

was low, the indirect effect between in-group threat and modern racism toward Muslims 

(through group anxiety) was not significant, b = .03 (.07), ns, 95% CI [-.06, .22], while the 

indirect effect through group anxiety was significant when in-group strength was high, b = .20 

(.12), CI [.01, .50].  As with the earlier model, the simple slopes showed that when in-group 

strength was high it predicted group anxiety, b = 1.93 (.53), p < .001 and did not predict group 

anxiety when in-group strength was low, b = .32 (.55) p = .55 (see Figure 8).   

Inasmuch as the effects of group anger and group anxiety diverge, I expected group 

anxiety to reduce modern racism toward Muslims.  Finding that in-group strength conditioned 

the indirect effect of in-group threat on modern racism toward Muslims through group anxiety 

helps to clarify the role of anxiety in this literature.  Scholars have found that anxiety was not 

related to out-group stereotypes or restricting civil liberties for the out-group (Huddy et al., 2005) 
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while others observed just the opposite, that anxiety resulted in support for deportation of 

Muslims (Skitka et al., 2006).  The present result shows that individual anxiety was not related to 

modern racism toward Muslims while group anxiety mediated the above relationship, thus 

providing an empirical explanation for these mixed findings, by showing that this difference may 

depend on whether people are experiencing group or individual-level emotions. 
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Table 11 
 
Regression Results for In-Group Threat !  In-Group Strength !  Group Anxiety !  Modern 
Racism Toward Muslims 
 
  

Group Anxiety 
 

 
Predictor 

 
Coefficient 

 
SE 

 
t 

 
p 
 

 
In-Group Threat 

 
1.12 

 
.38 

 
2.96 

 
.003 

In-Group Strength -.20 .38 -.52 .604 
In-Group Threat !  In-Group 
Strength 
 

1.61 .76 2.11 .035 

  
Modern Racism Toward Muslims 

 
 
Predictor 

 
Coefficient 

 
SE 

 
95% CI LL 

 
95% CI UL 

 
 
In-Group Threat 

 
-.09 

 
.28 

 
-.65 

 
.47 

In-Group Strength .05 .12 -.18 .27 
In-group Threat !  In-Group 
Strength 

-.07 .55 -1.14 1.01 

Group Anxiety .10 .06 -.01 .21 
 

  
Conditional Effect at Low and High In-Group Strength 

 
 
In-Group Strength 

 
Coefficient 

 
SE 

 
95% CI LL 

 
95% CI UL 

 
 
Low (= 0) 

 
.03 

 
.07 

 
-.06 

 
.22 

High (= 1) .20 .12 .01 .49 
 

 
Note. N = 499. CI LL and CI UL = confidence interval, lower level and upper level, respectively. 
Table 11 represents a truncated version of the output, focusing on experimental conditions 
(coded 1, 0) and group anxiety alone. Cells contain unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. 
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Figure 8. Visual depiction of results of RQ11b: conditional indirect effect of in-group threat on 
modern racism toward Muslims at different levels of in-group strength with 95% confidence 
intervals. 
 

 

Figure 9. Visual depiction of results of RQ11b: in-group threat as X, in-group strength as W, 
group anxiety as M, and modern racism as Y, outcome variable. Figure displays unstandardized 
OLS regression coefficients. *** are significant at p < .001, ** are significant at p < .01, are 
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significant at p < .05. In-group threat coded as high = 1, low = 0; in-group strength coded as high 
= 1, low = 0. 

A full examination of H4a/b includes exploring the main effect portion of the mediation 

models to test whether group anger mediated the relationships between group threat and the 

outcome variables.  Because in-group threat and in-group strength predicted group anxiety main 

effects regarding group anxiety are not examined.  In-group threat predicted group anger, which 

in turn predicted support for a host of combat, non-combat, and group sentiment outcomes, 

resulting in significant levels of mediation for most of the outcome variables. 

 The indirect effect of group threat on combat policies through group anger was 

significant regarding support for each of the combat policies: (a) U.S. military involvement, (b) 

foreign military involvement, (c) U.S. airstrikes, and (d) U.S. sending troops.  The coefficients 

between in-group threat and group anger remain unchanged across the models, so I report those 

coefficients in text: group threat !  group anger, b = .80 (.38), p < .05.  Table 12 displays the 

coefficients for the relationships between in-group threat and support for U.S. military 

involvement and foreign military involvement as well as the change in the coefficient once group 

anger is included in the models.   
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Table 12 
 
Mediation Model Using In-Group Threat !  Group Anger !  Support for U.S. Military 
Involvement and Foreign Military Involvement  
 
   

Criterion Variables 
 

    
Group Anger 

   
U.S. Military 

   
U.S. Military 

 

 
Predictors  

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 
 

 
In-Group Threat 
 

 
.78* 

 
2.06 

 
.09 

 
1.16 

 

 
.05 

 
.70 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 
 

 
     .07***  

 
    6.16 

   
Criterion Variables 

 
    

Group Anger 
   

Foreign Military 
   

Foreign Military 
 

 
Predictors  

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 
 

 
In-Group Threat 
 

 
.78* 

 
2.08 

 
.07 

 
1.09 

 

 
.06 

 
.82 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 
 

 
     .06***  

 
5.86 

 
Note. N = 498 for U.S. military, N = 499 for foreign military. Table 12 represents a truncated 
version of the output, focusing on total, direct, and indirect effects of in-group threat with group 
anger alone. Cells contain unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. *** are significant at p < 
.001, ** are significant at p < .01, are significant at p < .05. In-group threat coded as high = 1, 
low = 0. 
 
 The total effect of in-group threat on U.S. military involvement was not significant, b = 

.09 (.08), p = .25, 95% CI [-.06, .25], the direct effect of in-group threat on U.S. military 

involvementÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, group anxiety, individual anger, 
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and individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = .05 (.08), p = .48, 95% CI [-.10, .20], and the 

indirect effect of group threat on U.S. military involvement through group anger was significant, 

b = .06 (.03), p < .05, CI [.01, .13]15.   

Second, the total effect of in-group threat on support for foreign military involvement 

was not significant, b = .08 (.07), p = .28, 95% CI [-.06, .22], the direct effect of in-group threat 

on support for foreign military involvementÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, 

group anxiety, individual anger, and individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = .06 (.07), p = 

.41, CI [-.08, .20], and the indirect effect of in-group threat on support for foreign military 

involvement through group anger was significant, b = .05 (.02), p < .05, CI [.01, .10].   

Third, the total effect of in-group threat on support for U.S. airstrikes was not significant, 

b = .05 (.08), p = .55, 95% CI [-.10, .19], the direct effect of in-group threat on support for U.S. 

airstrikesÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, group anxiety, individual anger, 

and individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = .01 (.07), p = .85, CI [-.13, .16], and the indirect 

effect of in-group threat on support for U.S. airstrikes through group anger was significant, b = 

.06 (.03), p < .05, CI [.01, .12].   

Fourth, the total effect of in-group threat on support for sending U.S. troops was not 

significant, b = .01 (.08), p = .93, 95% CI [-.16, .17], the direct effect of in-group threat on 

support for sending U.S. troopsÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, group 

anxiety, individual anger, and individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = -.02 (.08), p = .78, CI 

[-.19, .14], and the indirect effect of in-group threat on support for sending U.S. troops through 

																																																								
15 The sum of the direct and indirect effects do not equal the total effect because these models 
were ran with multiple mediators (see Bullock, Green, and Ha, 2010), which were also added to 
the total effect. 
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group anger was significant, b = .03 (.02), p < .05, CI [.00, .08]. Table 13 shows the change in 

the effect of in-group threat once group anger is included in the models.   

Table 13 
 
Mediation Model Using In-Group Threat !  Group Anger !  Support for U.S. Airstrikes and 
Sending Troops  
 
   

Criterion Variables 
 

    
Group Anger 

   
U.S. Airstrikes 

   
U.S. Airstrikes 

 

 
Predictors  

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 
 

 
In-Group Threat 
 

 
.77* 

 
2.05 

 
.05 

 
.59 

 

 
.01 

 
.20 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 
 

 
      .07***  

 
6.17 

   
Criterion Variables 

 
    

Group Anger 
   

U.S. Troops 
   

U.S. Troops 
 

 
Predictors  

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 
 

 
In-Group Threat 
 

 
.78* 

 
2.08 

 
.01 

 
.08 

 

 
-.02 

 
-.28 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 
 

 
     .04***  

 
 3.53 

 
Note. N = 498 for airstrikes, N = 499 for troops. Table 13 represents a truncated version of the 
output, focusing on total, direct, and indirect effects of in-group threat with group anger alone. 
Cells contain unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. *** are significant at p < .001, ** are 
significant at p < .01, are significant at p < .05. In-group threat coded as high = 1, low = 0. 
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I then examined basic mediation models using non-combat policies (see Table 14) as the 

outcome variables.  Table 14 displays the coefficients for the relationships between in-group 

threat and sending humanitarian aid and sending military advisers as well as the change in the 

effect of in-group threat once group anger is included in the models.  The indirect effect of in-

group threat on non-combat policies through group anger was significant regarding support for 

sending military advisors, sending humanitarian aid, and torturing ISIL prisoners (see Table 15), 

and not for negotiating with ISIL.  As above, the coefficients between group threat and group 

emotion remained unchanged across the models, so I report those coefficients in text: group 

threat !  group anger, b = .80 (.38), p < .05.   

First, the total effect of in-group threat on support for sending advisers was not 

significant, b = .06 (.06), p = .38, 95% CI [-.06, .16], the direct effect of in-group threat on 

support for sending advisersÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, group anxiety, 

individual anger, and individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = .04 (.06), p = .52, CI [-.08, 

.15], and the indirect effect of in-group threat on support for sending advisers through group 

anger was significant, b = .03 (.02), p < .05, CI [.00 and .07].   

Second, the total effect of in-group threat on support for sending humanitarian aid was 

not significant, b = .03 (.08), p = .65, 95% CI [-.11, .18], the direct effect of in-group threat on 

support for sending humanitarian aidÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, group 

anxiety, individual anger, and individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = .04 (.08), p = .63, CI 

[-.11, .19], and the indirect effect of in-group threat on support for sending humanitarian aid 

through group anger was significant, b = .02 (.01), p < .05, CI [.00, .06].   
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Table 14 
 
Mediation Model Using In-Group Threat !  Group Anger !  Support for Sending U.S. Military 
Advisers and Humanitarian Aid  
 
   

Criterion Variables 
 

    
Group Anger 

   
Advisers 

   
Advisers 

 

 
Predictors  

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 
 

 
In-Group Threat 
 

 
.78* 

 
2.08 

 
.05 

 
.89 

 

 
.04 

 
.64 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 
 

 
     .04***  

 
4.09 

   
Criterion Variables 

 
    

Group Anger 
   

Aid 
   

Aid 
 

 
Predictors  

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 
 

 
In-Group Threat 
 

 
.78* 

 
2.08 

 
.04 

 
.08 

 

 
.03 

 
.46 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 
 

 
 .03* 

 
2.29 

 
Note. N = 499 for U.S. military advisers and humanitarian aid. Table 14 represents a truncated 
version of the output, focusing on total, direct, and indirect effects of in-group threat with group 
anger alone. Cells contain unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. *** are significant at p < 
.001, ** are significant at p < .01, are significant at p < .05. In-group threat coded as high = 1, 
low = 0. 
 
 Third, the total effect of in-group threat on support for torturing ISIL prisoners was not 

significant, b = -.09 (.17), p = .56, 95% CI [-.44, .24], the direct effect of in-group threat on 

tortureÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, group anxiety, individual anger, and 
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individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = -.21 (.17), p = .21, CI [-.54, .12], and the indirect 

effect of in-group threat on support for torturing ISIL prisoners through group anger was 

significant, b = .06 (.04), p < .05, CI [.01, .15].   

Fourth, group anger did not mediate the relationship between in-group threat and support 

for negotiating with ISIL, b = -.01 (.01), ns, 95% CI [-.04, .00].  This is important because the 

moderated-mediation model described above showed that the relationship between in-group 

threat !  in-group strength !  group anxiety !  support for negotiating with ISIL was significant, 

b = .04 (.03), as the confidence intervals did not contain 0, 95% CI [.00, .14].  Together these 

findings provide support for the view that group anger and group anxiety are distinct concepts 

and should be measured separately. 

Next, I examined basic mediation models using group sentiment as the outcome 

variables.  Table 15 displays the coefficients for the relationships between in-group threat and 

patriotism as well as the change in the effect of in-group threat once group anger is included in 

the models.  The indirect effect of in-group threat on group sentiment through group anger was 

significant for patriotism.  The coefficients between in-group threat and group anger remained 

unchanged across the models, so I report those coefficients in text: in-group threat !  group 

anger, b = .80 (.38), p < .05.   

First, the total effect of in-group threat on levels of patriotism was not significant, b = .05 

(.35), p = .88, 95% CI [-.63, .73], the direct effect of group threat on patriotismÑ when 

controlling for four mediators, group anger, group anxiety, individual anger, and individual 

anxietyÑ was not significant, b = -.20 (.32), p = .53, CI [-.83, .43], and the indirect effect of in-

group threat on levels of patriotism through group anger was significant, b = .26 (.13), p < .05, 

95% CI [.04, .58].   
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Table 15 
 
Mediation Model Using In-Group Threat !  Group Anger !  Support for Torturing ISIL 
Prisoners and Patriotism 
 
   

Criterion Variables 
 

    
Group Anger 

   
Torture 

   
Torture 

 

 
Predictors  

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 
 

 
In-Group Threat 
 

 
.78* 

 
2.08 

 
-.10 

 
-.58 

 

 
-.21 

 
-1.27 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 
 

 
    .08**  

 
  3.14 

   
Criterion Variables 

 
    

Group Anger 
   

Patriotism 
   

Patriotism 
 

 
Predictors  

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 

 
b 

 
t 
 

 
In-Group Threat 
 

 
.78* 

 
2.08 

 
.58 

 
1.43 

 

 
-.20 

 
-.63 

 
Group Anger 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 
 

 
      .33***  

 
 5.86 

 
Note. N = 499 for torture and patriotism. Table 15 represents a truncated version of the output, 
focusing on total, direct, and indirect effects of in-group threat with group anger alone. Cells 
contain unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. *** are significant at p < .001, ** are 
significant at p < .01, are significant at p < .05. In-group threat coded as high = 1, low = 0. 
 
 Second, the total effect of in-group threat on levels of modern racism toward Muslims 

was not significant, b = .08 (.28), p = .79, 95% CI [-.49, .64], the direct effect of in-group threat 

on levels of modern racism toward MuslimsÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, 

group anxiety, individual anger, and individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = -.09 (.28), p = 
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.76, CI [-.65, .47], and the indirect effect of in-group threat on levels of modern racism toward 

Muslims through group anger was not significant, b = .01 (.04), ns, 95% CI [-.05, .13]. 

Third, the total effect of in-group threat on presidential approval was not significant, b = -

.01 (.04), p = .86, 95% CI [-.09, .08], the direct effect of in-group threat on presidential 

approvalÑ when controlling for four mediators, group anger, group anxiety, individual anger, 

and individual anxietyÑ was not significant, b = -.00 (.04), ns, CI [-.08, .08], and the indirect 

effect of in-group threat on presidential approval through group anger was not significant, b = 

.00 (.00), ns, CI [-.01, .02].   

Finally, RQ13 wondered whether the indirect effect of individual emotions (anger or 

anxiety) would reach significance in any of the mediation or moderated-mediation models 

examined above.  As with the above predictions and research questions regarding group emotion, 

it would make sense the interaction between threat to the in-group and in-group strength would 

result in high levels of individual anger when both predictors were high, and high levels of 

individual anxiety when both predictors were low.  It also seems plausible that individual anger 

and individual anxiety would have opposite effects on support for a host of foreign policies and 

group sentiment variables, with anger increasing support and anxiety decreasing support for: (a) 

U.S. military involvement, (b) foreign military involvement, (c) airstrikes, (d) troops, (e) military 

advisers, (f) humanitarian aid, (g) torturing ISIL prisoners, and (h) negotiating with ISIL.  As I 

noted in the above results, I ran each of the models with four mediators: (a) group anger, (b) 

group anxiety, (c) individual anger, and (d) individual anxiety. None of the models reached 

significance, according to the index of moderated mediation, as the confidence intervals 

associated with each coefficient contained 0.   
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Table 16 
 
Mediation Models for Individual Emotions: In-Group Threat !  Individual Emotions !  
Outcome Variables 
 
 
 

 
 

  
Individual Anger 

 

     
Individual Anxiety 

 

 
Outcome Variables 

 
Total  
Effect 

 
Direct  
Effect 

 
Indirect  
Effect 

 
Total  
Effect 

 
Direct  
Effect 

 
Indirect  
Effect 
 

 
Troops 

 
.00 

 
-.03 

 
-.01 

 
.00 

 
-.03 

 
.02 

Airstrikes .05 .01 -.01 .05 .01 -.01 
U.S. Military .09 .05 -.01 .09 .05 -.00 
Foreign Military .08 .06 -.00 .08 .06 -.01 

 
       
Negotiate with ISIL -.02 -.04 -.00 -.02 -.04 .00 
Military Advisers .05 .04 -.01 .05 .04 .00 
Humanitarian Aid .03 .04 -.01 .03 .04 .00 
Support for Torture -.10 -.21 .03 -.10 -.21 .00 

 
       
Patriotism .05 -.20 .01 .05 -.20 -.12 
Presidential Approval -.00 .00 -.00 -.00 .00 -.00 
Racism toward Muslims .08 -.09 .09 .08 -.09 -.05 

 
 
Note. No models reached significance at specified level, 95% CIs contained 0. 
 

Table 6 shows the experimental manipulations did not predict scores for either individual 

emotion.  The direct effect of the individual emotions predicted only three of the outcome 

variables (see Tables 17, 18, and 19).  And, there were no mediation models in which the indirect 

effect of individual emotion reached statistical significance (see Table 16).   

To further clarify the difference between group and individual emotion I ran correlations 

between the four variables and found weak relationships (see Table 2).  Moreover, I conducted 

an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) using maximum likelihood extraction and Varimax rotation, 
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which showed that a four-factor solution explained 79% of the variance, and each item loaded 

onto its expected factor.  In particular, group anxiety explained 23% of the variance, group anger 

explained 22%, individual anxiety explained 19%, and individual anger explained 15%.  Because 

I expected these emotions to form distinct factors, as a final step, I ran a confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA).  Each of the standardized factor loadings was significant, and above .84, 

suggesting that analyzing emotions via CFA was justified.  The fit indices for the CFA also 

supported the findings of the EFA: χ2 (164) = 533.19, (RMSEA) = 0.07, (SRMR) = .04, (CFI) = 

0.97, and (TLI) = 0.96.  The global fit indices were strong, as RMSEA was below .08 (Browne 

& Cudek, 1993), CFI and TLI were above .95 (Beaujean, 2014; Meade, Johnson, & Braddy, 

2008), and SRMR was below .05 (van de Shoot, Lugtig, & Hox, 2012).  In sum, the findings 

regarding individual emotions provide compelling evidence that group emotions are distinct 

from individual emotion, and that this difference matters when considering media effects.  

A full review of the findings is presented in the discussion.  As a brief review of the 

results, two findings stand out.  First, none of the moderated mediation models worked as 

planned, and only two of 11 reached significance.  That is to say, the relationships between threat 

to the in-group and policy preferences through emotion were largely independent of in-group 

strength.  On the other hand, group anger consistently mediated the relationships between threat 

to the in-group and policy preferences.  This suggests that in-group strength, at least how it was 

manipulated here, tends to be a significant moderator in the process of the opinion-formation 

process in terms of group anxiety and not group anger.  Second, not only did group anger and 

group anxiety function differently in this experiment from each other, but group emotions on the 

whole functioned differently than individual emotions.  Neither individual-level emotion 

mediated the relationships between in-group threat and policy preferences.  Moreover, 
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correlation and factor analyses demonstrated that each of the emotions examined here were 

substantively distinct from each other. 

 The next chapter provides an in-depth look at the findings of these studies and suggests a 

handful of implications that can be drawn from these studies.  I also review the limitations of the 

studies conducted here, and point out direction for future research.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

This project had two main aims: (a) document trends, patterns, and differences in media 

coverage of U.S. policy toward ISIL, and (b) analyze effects of media coverage on public 

opinion regarding U.S. policy toward ISIL.  The current work built on previous scholarship in 

this area by coupling complementary methodological approaches, a content analysis and an 

experiment, to provide a comprehensive analysis of media effects in a time of national crisis.  

This study provided useful theoretical, methodological, and practical advances.   

This section begins by reviewing the findings of the content analysis, first indexing and 

then echoing.  Next, I discuss some of the broader implications following from these findings, 

paying particular attention to what these findings suggest about the role of the press in U.S. 

democracy.  Third, I acknowledge the limitations and shortcomings of the current work, and 

point to how future work can fill these gaps.  The second half of this chapter begins by reviewing 

the findings of the experiment.  I then move on to drawing inferences about the role of group 

emotion in opinion formation in an intergroup context.  This chapter concludes by discussing the 

limitations of the experiment and suggests how future work can contribute to this line of 

research.  

Content Analysis 

 Althaus (2011) argued, Òclaims about the importance or relevance of empirical findings 

to matters of public concern necessarily rest on normative value judgments.  The problem is that 

these value judgments usually remain hidden in empirical researchÓ (p. 98).  Accordingly, the 

goal of this section is to draw out the implications of the findings by pointing out the underlying 

normative assumptions associated with the virtue of press independence in representative 

democracy.  Following AlthausÕs (2011) call, this project went to considerable length to 
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operationalize Òhopelessly abstractÓ concepts, such as press independence in an effort to 

explicate the value of news media in representative democracy (p. 102).   The current work also 

sought to differentiate between journalistic values related to press independence, such as 

indexing, objectivity, and watchdog journalism.  To the extent that these journalistic norms 

compete with each other in determining the shape of news content, the ultimate goal for scholars 

of news media ought to be working toward explicating how news media resolve the tension 

between these values.  

The content analysis had three goals: (a) clarify the relationship between indexing and the 

related news norms of objectivity and watchdog journalism, (b) test two possible explanations 

for the mechanism driving press echoing, and (c) examine whether the journalistic practices 

observed here varied across new and old media.  While many scholars have documented the 

structure and definitions of indexing (Althaus, 2003), objectivity (Schudson, 2001), and 

watchdog journalism (Zaller, 2003), most have not attempted to distinguish between these 

related concepts in a single study.  This shortcoming has limited the ability of scholars to make 

precise inferences about how indexing, objectivity, and watchdog journalism are related to press 

independence in America.  Second, the theory of the echoing press provides a useful framework 

for scholars to use when explaining how and why some phrases come to dominate the national 

debate during times of crisis.  Given that echoing is a relatively young theory, and thus far 

studied almost exclusively in the context of 9/11, further explication was necessary to address its 

core predictions.  The current study expands the application of echoing to U.S. policy toward 

ISIL.  Third, one unavoidable conclusion regarding the future of news media is that online news 

is displacing print journalism.  This project tested the assumption that the shift toward online 
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news equated to a decline in the quality of journalism in national news by comparing how new 

and old media covered foreign policy in a time of national crisis.     

Overview of findings: indexing.  News media coverage of U.S. policy toward ISIL 

varied greatly between June 2014 and June 2015.  The greatest spikes in policy coverage 

occurred in August and September 2014, preceded and followed by lulls, with highs in coverage 

appearing also in February and May 2015.  This general trend is important to note because it 

mapped directly onto the White HouseÕs pattern of public communications about ISIL.  The first 

general takeaway then is that media coverage followed closely the public communications of the 

president with respect to the amount of coverage.  When the president spoke, the media reported 

it (see Figures 5 and 6).  Additionally, most of the coverage about U.S. policy toward ISIL was 

uncritical of the administrationÕs policies.  That is, pro-administration policy stances received 

more front-page coverage than con-administration policy stances, and this trend was more 

pronounced for combat policies than non-combat policies.   

A second major aim of this study focused on outlining ways that the press could exhibit 

independence by exercising objective reporting and watchdog journalism.  Distinguishing these 

practices from the indexing norm allowed me to explore ways that the press exhibited 

independence while remaining within the limits of policy parameters set by Washington sources.  

I observed that the press practiced objectivity by providing some justifications, or rationales, for 

policies and that the press exercised watchdog journalism by including unofficial sources in their 

stories.  I argued in chapter 2 that the press could exercise objective journalism by either 

providing justifications for the policy positions presented in their stories or by depicting policies 

as succeeding or failing.  In the present study, the primary way that media exhibited objectivity 

was by presenting reasons for or against various policiesÑ roughly 1/3 of the stories that 
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included policy positions offered reasons for holding those positions, and that print media 

provided more justifications than online media throughout the year.  This finding demonstrated 

that when journalists exercised objective reporting, they were more likely to do so by providing 

rationales for or against policies rather than describing the policies as succeeding or failing.  

While print seemed to be educating the public more than online news, this should not be 

confused for press independence or critical reporting as the majority of the justifications 

consisted of reason to support rather than oppose policies.  Providing reasons for holding 

particular positions means that the press is helping to inform the public and potentially allowing 

them to make more educated decisions than simply cuing the public about where elites stand on 

policy.  Moving from pure indexing, in which the press conveys to the public the distribution of 

elite opinion, to objective journalism, in which the press conveys to public reasons why elites 

hold particular opinions, allows the press to exercise some independence while remaining within 

the parameters of official policy debates. 

I argued that media could exhibit watchdog journalism by citing unofficial sources or by 

questioning the authority of the White House to enact policies.  I observed that the press rarely 

questioned the authority of the administration, but consistently displayed independence in the 

form of citing unofficial sources.  As the interaction between White House reporters and the 

administrationÕs press secretary illustrated, the press was aware that President Obama was on 

shaky ground, politically, by invoking BushÕs 2001 Authorization for Use of Military Force as 

the legal justification for engaging ISIL militarily.  Therefore, it is somewhat surprising that 

explicit challenges to the authority of the administration were essentially non-existent throughout 

the year.  One reason for the absence of stories that questioned the presidentÕs authority is that 
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this study focused exclusively on front-page stories.  It is likely that critical coverage appeared at 

some point, but was not displayed prominently in print or online news.   

Although the press was hesitant to openly question presidential authority, they exercised 

a great deal of independence from Washington elites by citing non-governmental sources. 

Unofficial sources appeared more frequently than official sources across all media formats.  The 

reason scholars of indexing care about which sources are cited is because they assume that citing 

the policy positions of unofficial sources is equivalent to opposing Washington consensus.  

Having said that, the results of this study showed that unofficial sources offered little criticism of 

White House or congressional policy.  The administration enjoyed support between June 2014 

and September 2014, followed by disagreement among Washington elites about foreign policy 

between September 2014 and June 2015.  Both print and online news relied more heavily on 

nongovernmental sources than Washington officials, but this expansion beyond governmental 

circles did not equate to criticism of White House policy.  Instead, the unofficial sources that 

appeared in news content tended to support the policy positions of the Washington insiders.   

Another area of uncertainty centered on a major component of indexing: the spectrum of 

views presented in news media.  Given that pro-administration policies garnered more attention 

than con-administration policies, I compared which policies were the most popular by examining 

the range of policies debated in media.  I found that combat policies, such as boots on the 

ground, airstrikes, and general support for military action received more coverage than non-

combat policies, such as negotiating with ISIL, sending military advisers, and humanitarian aid.  

Further parsing out the nature of policy debate, I found that the vast majority of stories contained 

only combat policies.  When policy options were presented, roughly ! of the time, the range of 

debate was limited to combat policies alone.  Elevating combat policies to a position of 
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prominence matters because the range of possibilities presented to the public about how the 

United States should proceed in the Middle East often excluded non-military options, thereby 

implicitly promoting the idea that the problem of ISIL requires a military solution.  A majority of 

the articles that contained both combat and non-combat policies appeared in print, and this 

difference cannot be explained by article length, as there was no difference between the average 

number of paragraphs that were coded between print and online stories.  In terms of indexing 

there were only subtle differences between print and online news: print provided more 

justifications for policy positions and combat and non-combat policies were more likely to 

appear together in the same story in print than online news.  Finding that journalists did not 

hesitate to rely on unofficial sources is consistent with previous work in this area.  Althaus et al. 

(1996), for example, observed that citing unofficial sources was one way that reporters could 

round out a story when little official conflict existed.     

 A deeper look at indexing showed that it was useful to distinguish the concept from the 

related news norms of objectivity and watchdog journalism, and suggests that indexing plays a 

more dominant role in foreign policy coverage than these other practices.  Observing that the 

majority of policy positions were not accompanied by a justification is consistent with the way 

Bennett and Manheim (1993) described indexing, as a cuing process.  If informing the public of 

the reasons why politicians hold the policy positions they do counts as one form of objective 

reporting, then pure indexing outweighed objective news reporting by a 2:1 margin.  Some 

variation occurred across media platforms, with a majority of the justifications appearing in print 

media compared to online news.   

Given the above discussion, one crucial finding regarding journalistic theory is that while 

objective reporting might be the point upon which American journalism hinges (Schudson, 
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2001), the defining characteristic of foreign policy coverage appears to be indexing.  Relying on 

HallinÕs (1980) depiction of journalistic practices, I presented a conceptual argument about the 

structure of news norms that positioned press independence as a core value of journalism, which 

supported the twin ideals of objectivity and the watchdog press.  Indexing and echoing are the 

narrowest manifestations of these broad concepts.  In attempting to fulfill their duty to inform the 

public, reporters often toggle back and forth between serving as a check on government 

(watchdog) and as reflection of governmental preferences (objectivity).  While objectivity and 

indexing share considerable overlap, they differ in terms of press independence.  Similarly, 

objectivity and watchdog journalism share a great deal when the goal is to inform the public, and 

differ in terms of neutral ideology (objectivity) or value-laden idealism (watchdog press).  

Additionally, indexing and watchdog journalism have been presented as opposites (Bennett, 

1990); when the emphasis on mirroring the political landscape is high and autonomy is low, then 

indexing abounds, and when the goal is to serve as a searchlight and autonomy is high, then 

watchdog journalism prevails.  In sum, one takeaway from this study was a clearer picture of the 

linkages between the broad concepts of press autonomy, watchdog journalism, the objectivity 

norm, and indexing. 

Taken together, these findings tell a consistent story about indexing.  Journalists view 

themselves as autonomous entities seeking to inform and educate the public about the affairs of 

state.  The goal of educating the public includes holding government officials to account 

(spotlight) as well as conveying to the public where government officials stand on national issues 

(mirror).  In this way, media are in a perpetual balancing act about the best way to educate the 

public.  The findings of this study show a strong preference for indexing (mirror) compared to 

objectivity or watchdog journalism (spotlight).  The differences that surfaced between print and 
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online news suggest that print news is more likely than online news to engage in objective 

reporting by providing reasons for policy positions.  The levels press independence observed in 

this study should not be overstated, as this difference should not be mistaken for critical 

reporting.  Even though print media helped to educate the public by providing them with actual 

reasons for holding policy positions, those justifications tended to favor rather than oppose the 

policies stances of Washington elites.  

Overview of findings: echoing. This study also built on existing theory by comparing 

two alternative explanations of echoing within the context of a foreign policy crisis, and 

concluded that national identity was a larger component of press echoing than national threat.  

News coverage about U.S. policy toward ISIL contained two types of echoing: (a) national 

threat, (b) general quotations, and a third form of discourse revolving around national identity: 

(c) Òus and themÓ coverage.  I observed that Òus and themÓ coverage, such as references to 

America and ISIL, were the dominant feature of articles that contained instances of press 

echoing of the president.  This finding was consistent with previous scholarship that found that 

foreign policy speeches alone, not wartime speeches, were the major driver of press echoing of 

presidential addresses (Coe & Bradshaw, 2014).  Although national identity coverage was more 

prevalent than national threat coverage, national identity coverage varied by format over the 

course of the year.  Early in the conflict print media were more likely than online media to 

reference national identity, and this trend flipped by the end of the year.   

The current project thus helped to clarify the boundaries of the echoing press.  While Coe 

and Bradshaw (2014) examined press coverage of presidential discourse across more than 80 

years, they did not look at any cases in detail.  This study supplements previous work by 

providing a nuanced examination of a timely and relevant case of national crisis.  Despite the 
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differences in broad and narrow scope between previous work and the current project, these 

studies together demonstrated that national threat played a smaller role than national identity in 

the process of press echoing.  Given the unusually high salience of national threat in the current 

study, finding that national threat was not a defining characteristic of press coverage suggests 

that national threat is not something that will be a consistent driver of press echoing in any 

circumstance.  By comparison, this study suggests that one way for presidents to guarantee that 

the press will adopt their preferred language is to infuse all forms of public communications with 

invocations of national identity.   

Implications. There are two key implications regarding indexing and press 

independence.  The first implication is that the shift from print to online journalism does not 

equate to a loss for democracy because the form of democracy practiced in the U.S. relies less on 

an educated citizenry than on a system of checks and balances.  The second implication is that 

the shift from print to online journalism does not equate to a lost from democracy because the 

differences between print and online reporting practices do not amount to substantive differences 

in terms of criticism of Washington policies.  Below I explain the rationale underlying these 

implications by pointing out that, although minor empirical differences emerged between 

traditional and new news media, they should not be considered indications that the future of the 

press in America is doomed.   

The statement by Charlotte Hall (2009), president of the American Society of News 

EditorÕs, that Òthe loss of journalists is a loss for democracyÓ (para. 1), rests on the assumption 

that journalists are necessary for maintaining a healthy democracy.  While no one argues that 

there are fewer journalists today than a decade ago (see Pew Research Center, 2015), whether the 

loss of journalism jobs actually hurts democracy in America is an open question.  Althaus (2003; 
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2012) argued that the form of democracy practiced in the U.S. does not require active 

participation from fully-informed voters, which suggests that it is more important for news media 

to hold government official accountable than to educate the public.  Given that there was little 

difference between traditional and new media in terms of holding Washington officials 

accountable, then the impending shift toward from print to online news will not harm democracy.  

That is, although print media offered more rationales for supporting particular foreign policies 

than online media, thereby fulfilling their informing function, the duty to inform the public is 

less important than the duty to maintain a critical perspective toward government actions.  While 

combat and non-combat policies were more likely to appear together in the same story in print 

media pro-administration policies appeared more frequently than con-administration policies in 

both media formats.  Therefore, the stylistic differences between new and old media should not 

be mistaken for substantive differences about press independence and critical reporting.   

Similarly, Schudson (2014) argued that the great benefit of representative democracy is 

not that the public is educated about policies or active in politics, but that the system allows for 

political decisions to be revisited and updated in response to new situations and changing 

geopolitical concerns.  From this perspective, the press should be less concerned with informing 

the public than with keeping governmental officials accountable because the public plays a 

relatively smaller role than elites in representative democracy.  The present work demonstrated 

that neither print nor online news emphasized critical reporting in the current situation, 

suggesting the differences between print and online news are not dire.  Schudson (2014) also 

pointed out that the true Òmoral value of democracy is that it is provisional and revisable, not that 

it always expresses the will of the people, if there is such a thingÓ (p. 5).  Understood from this 

perspective, the informing function of the press plays a smaller role in promoting healthy 
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democratic governance than critical reporting.  Therefore, even though traditional media did 

more to inform the public about why elites supported the policy positions they did, this practice 

has only limited ability to benefit democratic governance.  Critical reporting allows the press to 

serve as a forum for public debate, present diverse perspectives, and foster an environment in 

which political decisions can be continually contested and reconsideredÑ and this form of 

journalism was largely absent from both print and online news.  

Knowing where leading politicians stand on policy helps the public form opinions that 

are in their best interest, which implies that the shift toward online journalism will not affect 

democratic decision making because both traditional and new media relied more on 

nongovernmental sources than Washington officials.  Relying less on governmental sources is 

not always a good thing.  Brady and Sniderman (1985) argued that the most important political 

information is Òwho and what one is for or againstÓ (p. 1075).  From this perspective, if news 

media index their coverage of policy positions to match the range of perspectives among political 

elites, then traditional and new news media can fulfill  a vital function by reporting the 

distribution of elite opinion to the public. If the public makes political decisions based on where 

leading Republicans and Democrats stand on policy, then the tendency of print and online news 

to cite unofficial sources more than official sources might not help the citizens to match their 

opinions to those held by their representatives.  On the other hand, indexing contends that 

because elites were united in support of the administration early in the conflict, the press should 

have educated the public by presenting coverage that went beyond the views expressed among 

Washington officials.  In the present study, I found that the presence of unofficial sources did not 

equate to more oppositional coverage.  That is, although the press gave more attention to 
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unofficial sources, the positions forwarded by unofficial sources were not critical of official 

policy.   

The second way that print differed from online news was to provide more justifications, 

or rationales, for holding positions.  Insofar as people make political decisions based on reasons, 

then providing justifications should equate to a more educated public.  All the same, political 

communication scholars have found that citizens pay little attention to politics and still seem to 

make rational political decisions (Lau & Redlawsk, 2006; Page & Shapiro; 1992).  Additionally, 

studies that have examined whether rationales for war affect public opinion have concluded that 

justifications play a small role in shaping political attitudes (Coe, 2007).  This means that the 

practical value of the differences between the way traditional and new media cover foreign 

policy is probably a bit overstated in terms of their effect on democratic decision-making.  

Although meaningful ways exist for the press to exhibit independence, such as questioning 

governmental authority and policies, they tended to not exercise them.  Instead, news media 

preferred to exhibit independence in the form of citing unofficial sources and by print news 

providing more justifications than online news.  It is likely that news media will continue to 

cover foreign policy in this manner because it is the easiest way to write a story: who is for and 

against what, without explicitly questioning the authority of the White House to enact policy, 

noting whether policies are succeeding, or if they are legal.  Those things are difficult to write 

about.  

The implications for the theory of the echoing press are twofold.  The first implication is 

the global inference that foreign policy remains one area in which the news media are especially 

reliant upon government officials, the administration specifically.  This implication was drawn 

from the finding that ebbs and flows in the amount of coverage about U.S.-ISIL relations 
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followed closely the trends in presidential communication about ISIL.  The second implication is 

that one way for presidents to ensure their utterances will be echoed in the press is to infuse them 

with a nationalistic flavor.  This implication followed directly from the finding that national 

threat was not as closely associated with press echoing of the administration as national identity. 

While it has long been observed that news media repeat some of the phrases used by the 

president (Cohen, 2008), Domke (2004) did the important work of providing an explanation of 

this process, detailing what the variables are and spelling out how they are related.  Focusing on 

9/11, Domke argued that national crisis, strategic communication, a religious and conservative 

president, and an information-starved news media open up the possibility of press echoing, and 

that the combination of these features resulted in political fundamentalism and morally-charged 

discourse.  Presidential communication will always vary in terms of political fundamentalism, 

religiosity of discourse, and will also depend greatly on the particulars of each context, such as 

the level and form of national crisis and the access to political information by news media.  The 

features of the current conflict with ISIL shared some of the key characteristics of previous work 

in this area, such as: (a) religious undertones of Christianity vs. fundamental Islam, (b) U.S. 

national identity vs. Middle East identity, (c) a foreign policy response led by the president, and 

(d) a news media that was dependent upon government officials for information.  The key 

differences in current work compared to previous work were the nature and salience of the threat 

for American journalists, and the degree of political fundamentalism advocated for by the 

administration.  Therefore, the current work helps to clarify how and why the echoing press 

operated the way it did when political fundamentalism was low and national threat to journalists 

was high.  
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The goal of this final section was to make explicit, implicit assumptions about the role of 

an independent press in representative democracy.  Althaus (2011) points out that it is easy for 

political communication scholars to argue that the press is not critical, but far more difficult for 

scholars to decide what is critical enough.  It is only when scholars begin to link empirical 

findings their normative assumptions that researchers can engage deep questions, such as, ÒÔwhat 

is the purpose of critical news,ÕÓ and, ultimately, how news media resolve competing values that 

determine the level of critical coverage (p. 108).  

Limitations . The content analysis was not without limitations.  I made three choices in 

particular that could be questioned.  First, I chose to analyze print and online media, leaving out 

television.  My goal was to examine the so-called decline and fall of journalism (McChesney & 

Nichols, 2010), and therefore opted to compare and contrast traditional print journalism with 

emerging online media.  While this addressed my key concern, it left out an examination of 

television, which holds the top spot among media as a provider of political information to 

Americans (Prior, 2007).  Second, I decided to analyze front-page stories only, leaving out 

content that appeared on inside pages.  This choice stemmed from my desire to focus on the 

content that news media chose to prioritize and the stories that were most likely to be read by 

audiences (Coe & Bradshaw, 2014).  While this was the best option to address the questions 

posed in this study, it nonetheless resulted in smaller sample of stories.  Third, I chose to utilize a 

case study in the domain of foreign policy rather than sampling from a variety of stories across 

domestic and foreign topics.  I balanced scope and power by providing an in-depth analysis 

across six major news outlets spanning every day for an entire year.  This was a strategic choice 

designed to build theory by examining the topic areaÑ national crisis related to foreign policyÑ

that had been shown to exhibit the highest levels of indexing and press echoing.   
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I argued in chapter 4 that the print outlets I selected were the best options because these 

venues were industry leaders, and set the agenda for other mediums, including television (see 

McCombs, 2004).  Viewed from this perspective, the content of print media should be similar to 

the stories that show up in other formats.  More importantly, because one goal of the current 

work was to explore the demise of journalism it made sense to examine the format that faced the 

greatest economic challenges: print.  Therefore, while focusing strictly on print and online media 

was a clear limitation, it was the best option for the goals of this study.  

Analyzing front-page content allowed me to limit the content to be coded to a reasonable 

amount while still maintaining the ability to track trends over time, and across formats. Perhaps 

most importantly, though, focusing on front-page stories refined the sample to include only those 

the stories that were most likely to be viewed by audiences, and emphasized the articles that the 

outlets deemed most newsworthy.  The logic of focusing on the stories with the highest barrier 

for entry, front-page coverage, meant that there was no debate about how important the news 

venues considered these articles.  Therefore, any opinions, quotations, and topics that showed up 

on the front page should be thought of as major news events.  It is worth noting that roughly 1/4 

of all the front-page stories in print and online news during the year in question turned out be 

stories of U.S. policy toward ISIL.  For one topic area to constitute such a major part of the news 

hole speaks to the importance of the issue, and provides a high benchmark for future studies to 

compare their choices against with respect to topical importance. 

Future directions.  This study served as a useful jumping off point for future research.  

This study provided a roadmap for future studies to further explicate the relationships between 

indexing, objectivity, watchdog journalism, and press independence.  The next step regarding 

press independence could be for scholars to operationalize it in a more nuanced way.  Indexing is 
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often understood as a proxy measure for press independence, and is typically measured as news 

coverage pro- and con-administration policy positions of governmental elites.  The staying 

power of indexing resides in part on the flexibility of the theory.  Loose definitions regarding 

news coverage (e.g., frames, policy stances) and the range of debate (e.g., pro/con and spectrum 

of policies) created fertile soil for media scholars to grow theory.  The current study began to 

extend theory by testing it in the context of new media, and therefore helped to establish a 

starting point to understanding news norms in the new millennium.  The next step could be for 

scholars to compare foreign policy to domestic policy coverage in online news.  Going beyond 

the case of ISIL would provide a further test of whether Coe and BradshawÕs (2014) observation 

that foreign policy speeches were echoed more than domestic speeches. 

The next step for scholars studying the echoing press could be to employ a different 

methodology than content analysis when understanding how reporters make journalistic 

decisions.  That is, I argued that because journalists share the same national identity and cultural 

values as Americans broadly, it makes sense that they would repeat references to national 

identity in their stories.  The problem with this argument, however, is that I did not actually 

measure strength of national identity among reporters.  Future work might advance theory by 

coupling surveys of national reporters with content analysis of their work to develop a clearer 

picture of the relationship between national identity and reporting practices.  For instance, if 

social identity concerns are the engine of the echoing press, then those reporters with the highest 

level of national identification should echo national identity discourse more than reporters with 

lower levels of national identity.  In short, the current study provided a useful test and extension 

of theory, but because the theory is relatively new, room remains for further advancement. 

Experiment 
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 The main aim of this experiment was to distinguish between the causes and consequences 

of group anger and group anxiety as they relate to political attitudes.  A second key goal was to 

explore whether group emotions were distinguishable from individual emotions with regard to 

public opinion about foreign policy and intergroup sentiment.  A host of studies have 

documented that anger and anxiety can have divergent causes and consequences (Feldman et al., 

2012; Huddy et al., 2005).  The vast majority of these studies, unfortunately, have been 

observational.  Relatively less attention has been devoted to distinguishing between emotions as 

a group-level phenomenon and an individual-level experience (Mackie et al., 2004; Smith et al., 

2007).  This project linked these approaches, building upon previous work by addressing this 

topic in an experimental setting and within the context of media coverage.  By developing 

manipulations that were designed to differentially elicit group anger and group anxiety, I was 

able to show that there are meaningful differences between these two negative group emotions.  

The differences lied primarily in the action tendencies related to group anger, as it consistently 

mediated the relationship between group threat and support foreign policies, as well as 

increasing in-group identification in the form of patriotism.  The second benefit of developing 

manipulations that were designed to evoke group-level emotions from respondents was that they 

should not have elicited emotional responses at the individual levelÑ and the manipulations 

worked in the expected manner.  Importantly, individual-level emotions (anger or anxiety) did 

not mediate the relationships in any of the mediation or moderated-mediation models tested here.  

The findings of this study provide strong evidence that group anger and group anxiety are truly 

distinct phenomenon from each other as well as from their individual-level counterparts.  Both 

individual anger and individual anxiety were included as potential mediators in the models, and 

were therefore statistically controlled for.  Finding that group anger, and to a lesser extent group 
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anxiety, mediated the relationships between in-group threat and a host of outcome variables 

above and beyond individual-level emotions suggests that group emotions are a fruitful avenue 

for political and media scholars to pursue.  The remainder of this chapter proceeds in four 

sections.  First, I review the findings of the experiment.  Second, I discuss the implications of the 

findings.  Third, I acknowledge the limitations of this study.  Finally, I conclude by pointing to 

ways future research could build on this work. 

Overview of findings: experiment.  The first findings to review come from the 

moderated-mediation models.  In total, 11 outcome variables were examined.  There were four 

combat policies: (a) U.S. military involvement, (b) foreign military involvement, (c) ground 

troops, and (d) airstrikes.  I also examined four non-combat policies: (a) negotiating with ISIL, 

(b) humanitarian aid, (c) military advisers, and (d) support for torture.  Finally, I tested outcome 

variables related to group sentiment: (a) patriotism, (b) modern racism toward Muslims, and (c) 

presidential approval.  In total, two moderated-mediation models reached significance, as group 

anxiety mediated the relationships between group threat !  in-group strength and modern racism 

toward Muslims as well as support for negotiating with ISIL.  Interestingly, the interaction 

between group threat !  in-group strength predicted group anxiety, but not it the way I expected.  

I expected that when threat to the in-group and perceptions of in-group strength were both low, 

then group anxiety would be at its highest level.  The interaction worked in the opposite direction 

than I expected, as the highest levels of group anxiety were generated when group threat and 

group strength were high.   

Finding that group anxiety mediated the relationship between group threat !  group 

strength when predicting modern racism toward Muslims and negotiating with ISIL only when 

in-group strength was high is an important clarification because it helps explain why and how 
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negative emotions regulate intergroup attitudes.  For example, Smith et al. (2007) noted that 

experiencing group anxiety could be uncomfortable for some people, and motivate them to dis-

identify with their in-group, whereas for others, experiencing group anxiety would result in high 

levels of in-group identification for group members.  In the current study, I found that 

experiencing group anxiety did not affect levels of in-group identification (i.e., patriotism), but 

instead, predicted out-group prejudice in the form of modern racism toward Muslims.  This 

suggests that when America is portrayed as strong in news media, negative feelings of group 

anxiety are capable of being transferred to Muslims in the form of increased discrimination.  In 

their previous work, Smith and colleagues were unable to specify a reason why negative feelings 

would be positively related to in-group identification while at other times negatively related to 

in-group identification.  It is possible that researchers found equivocal findings in previous work 

because they did not manipulate threat to the in-group and portrayals of in-group strength when 

predicting attitudes toward the out-group.  The current study shows that the discomfort 

associated with group anxiety is more likely to be transferred, reduced, or attributed to attitudes 

about the out-group while group anger does not transfer to attitudes about the out-group.  

It is also worth discussing how this same interaction operated when predicting support for 

negotiating with ISIL.  A longstanding assumption in theories of emotion is that they are 

functional (Frijda et al., 1989), often regulating intergroup attitudes or behaviors.  It is the 

combination of this functional/regulating role that explains why distinct emotions produce 

divergent action tendencies.  In this case, it makes sense for group anxietyÑ and not group 

angerÑ to mediate the relationship between threat to the in-group and support for negotiating 

with ISIL because group anxiety is associated with uncertainty or inability to control the 

outcome of a situation.  Certainty and control could be gained by engaging in negotiations with 
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ISIL, thus fulfilling an important function.  This finding meets with some support in the 

literature.  Smith et al. (2007) found that group anxiety negatively predicted avoiding members 

of an out-group who opposed America.  Their study operationalized avoidance as Òavoid talking 

to people who look like they are not from the United StatesÓ (Smith et al., 2007, p. 445), which is 

essentially the opposite of negotiations with ISIL in the current work.  Taken together, previous 

work demonstrated that group anxiety negatively predicted avoiding the out-group and the 

current work showed that group anxiety positively predicted negotiating with the out-group. 

The third point to note about the moderated-mediation models was that individual-level 

emotions did not mediate any models.  To clarify, finding that the moderated-mediation models 

did not reach significance means that the relationship between group threat and all but two of the 

outcome variables through emotions did not change at different levels of in-group strength.  That 

is, when the indirect effect of X on Y varies at different levels of W, then the XW interaction is 

said to different from zero, and the index of moderated-mediation is significant (see Hayes, 

2009).  For all but two models, the indirect effect of X on Y through M was independent of the 

moderator, W.  I also evaluated the basic mediation models16.   

As an aside, it might be assumed that because the interaction between threat to the in-

group and strength of the in-group did not ÒworkÓ in the expected direction that the experimental 

stimuli were faulty.  Taking a closer look at the coefficients in Table 4 shows that in-group threat 

positively predicted group anger and group anxiety, and these emotions then differentially 

predicted a majority of the outcome variables.  This suggests that the relationship between in-

group strength and threat to the in-group is complexÑ they interacted to predict group anxiety 

																																																								
16 All moderated-mediation models were re-run with only group emotions and only individual 
emotions to compare whether removing any of the mediators changed the resultsÑ they did not. 
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and not group anger.  Perhaps one reason that the interaction did not produce the expected 

outcomes was because group salience was high in each condition.  That is, each condition 

contained a picture of an American flag, an American soldier, and numerous references to the 

United States.  A condition in which these group cues were absent might have affected the way 

in-group strength and in-group threat interacted.   

Shifting my attention to the basic mediation models, I found that group anger mediated 

the relationship between group threat and outcome variables in eight of the eleven models.  Only 

negotiating with ISIL, presidential approval, and modern racism toward Muslims were not 

mediated by group anger.  Importantly, the effect of group anger was signed in the anticipated 

direction in each case.  Just as insightful, two of the three models that were not mediated by 

group anger attainted significance in the moderated-mediation models for group anxiety: 

negotiating with ISIL and modern racism toward Muslims.  This finding indirectly bolsters my 

argument that group anger and group anxiety are distinct phenomenon (see Table 5)17.   

The basic mediation findings are important because they support previous observational 

findings in a new experimental setting (see Feldman et al., 2012; Huddy et al., 2005).  Because 

the vast majority of studies have relied on correlational data, the direction of causality between 

emotion and political attitudes has remained an open question.  The current study thus helps to 

clarify effect of group threat through group anger, and to lesser extent, group anxiety.  For 

example, group anger predicted support for all forms of combat policies, including sending 

troops.  As this was not the case for group anxiety, this suggests that the action tendencies related 

to group anger and group anxiety are distinct.  Smith et al. (2007), for example, found that group 

																																																								
17	All  basic mediation models were re-run with only group emotions and only individual 
emotions to compare whether removing any of the mediators changed the resultsÑ they did not.	
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anger acted similar to positive emotions, such as group pride, and positively predicted 

confronting an out-group.  Group anxiety, on the other hand, acted like a negative emotion and 

negatively predicted confronting out-group members.  They argued that regulating intergroup 

behavior was one of the defining characteristics of group-level emotions.  The findings in the 

current study are consistent with previous research regarding aggressive responses toward an 

out-group that poses a threat to the in-group (Mackie et al., 2000; Mackie et al., 2004).  The 

contribution the present study made was to move beyond observational data that focused on 

hypothetical threats.  Experimentally examining the relationships between group threat !  group 

emotion !  political attitudes by relying on realistic threats drawn from actual news coverage 

offers a way to understand how public opinion develops in a realistic context. 

The final finding to note about the basic mediation models is that individual-level 

emotions did not mediate the relationship between group threat and any outcome variables in any 

models.  To be clear, Tables 7 and 9 show that the direct effect of individual-anger and 

individual-anxiety predicted three of the outcome variables: (a) support for troops, (b) patriotism, 

and (c) modern racism toward Muslims.  Because the experimental stimuli were independent of 

the individual-level emotions mediation did not occur. 

I also examined whether the three-way interaction between group threat ! !group strength 

!  nationalism predicted emotion and mediated the relationship between group threat and 

political attitudes.  Table 4 shows that the three-way interaction did not reach significance when 

predicting any of the emotions. This finding is noteworthy considering the traditional 

assumptions of identity theories.  For most identity theories (e.g., SIT, SCT), strength of in-group 

identification plays a major role when predicting outcomes.  With regard to intergroup emotions 

theory, though, strength of in-group identification has produced mixed results.  For example, 
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Smith et al. (2007) found some support that positive emotions, such as pride and happiness, were 

more likely to be experienced by strong group identifiers, whereas others have found that strong 

in-group identification is associated with negative emotions such as fear and anger (Yzerbyt et 

al., 2003).  The current study found that strength of group identification, measured as 

nationalism, was not a significant moderator, but consistently and positively predicted group- 

and individual-level emotion.  One reason that this three-way interaction did not predict any of 

the emotions could be because group salience was high in each condition.  A condition in which 

in-group cues were absent might have affected the nature of this three-way interaction on 

emotional outcomes and the ultimate outcome variables. 

 One final finding should be noted.  I sought to distinguish between group- and individual-

level emotions and concluded that they operated in distinct ways in this study.  Smith et al., 

(2007) proposed four ways to determine if group emotion should be thought of as different from 

individual emotion: (a) group emotions should be different from the same personÕs individual 

emotions, (b) group emotions should depend on the personÕs level of group identification, 

individual emotion should not, (c) group emotions should be shared across the group, and (d) 

group emotions should regulate intergroup attitudes and behaviors.  They argued that if any of 

these criteria were met, then it would be safe to conclude that group emotion should be 

considered qualitatively different from individual emotion.  I found some support for each of 

their proposed criteria, and therefore argue that group-level emotion is different than individual-

level emotion.   

 Table 2 shows that correlations between group and individual emotions were low.  An 

EFA and CFA also provide evidence that these emotions are distinct from each other.  Consistent 

with the notion that group- and individual-level emotions are different was the fact that group-
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level emotions mediated the relationships between group threat and every outcome variable 

except for presidential approval above and beyond the role of individual-level emotions.  

Meanwhile, individual-level emotion did not mediate any of the relationships.  Examining both 

levels of emotion in a single study is theoretically and methodologically beneficial.  Bullock, 

Green, and Ha (2010) argued that when designing mediation models, scholars often manipulate 

the X variable in the X !  M relationship, and pay relatively less attention to the second half of 

the model, thus omitting variables that are likely to be systematically related to Y in the M !  Y 

relationship.  As with any regression model, omitting variables that are related to the outcome 

variable introduces bias into the results (Gujarati, 2004).  Finding that group-level emotion 

worked differently from individual-level emotion provides strong evidence that scholars should 

continue to examine group-level emotions.  

 Although I found that nationalism was not a significant moderator between group threat 

and group emotion, it consistently predicted both group-level emotions on its own.  Nationalism 

also predicted both individual-level emotions, which makes this finding only partially consistent 

with the criteria presented by Smith and colleagues described above.  Another criterion was that 

group emotion should work evenly across all group members.  To test this possibility, I 

compared whether sex and party identification moderated the relationship between group threat 

and in-group strength when predicting emotionsÑ they did not.  The final criterion emphasized 

that group emotion should regulate intergroup attitudes and behaviors.  This study centered on 

political attitudes and support for military behaviors and found general support for the notion that 

group emotion functions to regulate intergroup relations.  On the whole, these findings meet the 

criteria proposed by Smith et al. (2007) for how to distinguish between group- and individual-

level emotions.    
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Implications. There are at least three implications that could be drawn from this study.  

First, people appear to experience emotions of behalf of others; and, therefore understand their 

identity as a function of circumstances that do not affect them personally.  This implies that 

people will interpret external and distant experiences, such as intergroup conflict and war, 

through group-level emotion.  If Americans view U.S. foreign policy as a series of external 

events beyond their control, then they will be more likely to take their emotional responses to 

these events for granted, and understand them as natural and inevitable.  In this sense, just as 

emotions are socially constructed, so are our beliefs about reality, our collective identities, and 

other nations (Anderson, 1983).  Socially constructed emotions and realities are not necessarily 

bad, or good.  Understanding emotions as natural, objective, and similar to the experience of 

others can be a healthy way to cope with negative life events (Crocker & Major, 1989).  On the 

other hand, experiencing emotions on the individual-level could encourage people to feel that 

they are personally responsible for some negative event.  In terms of public opinion about U.S. 

foreign policy, most Americans will only experience events at a distance, whether terrorist 

attacks, military victories, or national threat.  This implies that most Americans will not see 

themselves as personally ÒdeservingÓ of the political outcomes, and instead understand their 

emotionsÑ and the response to their emotions, such as discrimination toward MuslimsÑ as 

natural response to terrorist attacks.  In this case, citizens should aim to raise their level of 

awareness about their emotions and the consequences on political outcomes. 

The second implication follows from the first: as group emotions become linked with 

group norms, all group members will begin to experience the same emotional responses to 

group-relevant behaviors.  As in-group members see themselves as interchangeable with fellow 

group members, they will understand the in-groupÕs emotional response as typical of all in-group 
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members.  When in-group members converge around shared emotional experiences, they will 

likely experience these emotions more intensely than individual-level emotions, and be more 

likely to resist conceptions of in- and out-group identities that are not congruent with the groupÕs 

emotional response (Hogg & Reid, 2006).  Homogeneity of group emotion will likely produce 

connectedness and intimacy among group members, which has the potential to be beneficial or 

detrimental to intergroup relations.  The downstream effect of high in-group cohesion could be 

the marginalization of out-group members and the privileging of perspectives offered by in-

group members, as well as increased prejudice and patriotism. 

The final implication is that Americans could come to associate in-group membership 

with particular group emotions, such as group anger.  For instance, if the defining characteristics 

of Òbeing AmericanÓ are consistently associated with military interventions, terrorist threats, and 

group anger, then American national identity can come to be anchored in group anger (Citrin & 

Wright, 2009).  This final implication is more likely to occur in the realm of foreign policy than 

domestic policy because Americans, for the most part, experience little foreign policy first hand 

(Baum & Groeling, 2010).  As the vast majority of Americans encounter intergroup conflict 

through the news media, viewers of the same type of news might begin to converge in their 

experiences of group emotion and their understanding of group experience.  And, in a time when 

group threat and emotions are amplified, people are likely to become more reliant on group 

leaders and prototypes than in peacetime conditions.  As with the other implications, this has the 

potential to produce beneficial or detrimental outcomes for Americans and the world.  Patriotism 

stemming from righteous indignation about the killing of innocent American civilians is a 

reasonable response.  The problem arises when group anger is unfounded, the threats are 

unrealistic, and patriotism turns into prejudice. 
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Limitatio ns. The experiment was not without limitations.  I made at least three choices 

that could be questioned.  First, I opted to use a single case study as an entry point to examine 

group emotion.  Relying on a single case made sense given the methodology employed in this 

study.  The major drawback, of course, is that I am somewhat limited on my ability to generalize 

the findings from this study to all intergroup interactions or even terrorist threats.  The chief 

benefit was that I was able to isolate the direction of causality for the variables in question.  Still 

considering design choices, I opted to use online news stories from the New York Times in the 

manipulations.  I could have used video clips from television news or incorporated stories from 

the Wall Street Journal to balance out the perception of the Times as liberal.  This choice was 

made because the Times was used in the content analysis, produced reliable results in pilot 

studies, and is a longstanding leader of national news.  On the whole, the manipulations were 

constructed from more than six news venues and were pilot tested to ensure that they elicited the 

proper emotions.    

Second, I did not include positive emotions in this study.  Much of the previous work in 

this area focused on anger and anxiety, but was limited to observational studies.  While it is 

important to analyze negative and positive discrete emotions, the current work represents only 

the first step in understanding these processes.  In order to evoke positive emotions in 

respondents, I would have had to develop multiple manipulations, as group threat has not been 

linked to positive emotions such as pride or happiness.  In order to limit the current study to a 

manageable size with clear hypotheses, it made sense to focus on negative emotions alone.  I 

balanced this out by including group- and individual-level negative emotions. 

Third, I did not manipulate group identity salience directly.  I manipulated strength of the 

in-group, which maps onto group identity, but I did not have a condition in which group identity 
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was absent.  I also measured nationalism in respondents as a proxy for group identity salience.  

Assessing national identity in this manner allowed me to include a measure of strength of in-

group identification and group salience in the study while still maintaining a high number of 

subjects in each condition.  

 Future directions. This experiment represents one case study, and is therefore not 

representative of all foreign policy engagements or all coverage related to terrorist attacks.  The 

present study took an important step forward by building on observational studies, which 

previously distinguished between the causes and consequences of group anger and group 

anxiety.  The current study advanced previous work that examined group- or individual-level 

emotions by including both in the same study.   

Future work could build upon this study in multiple ways.  The most obvious way would 

be to replicate this study in and experimental setting in which group salience was manipulated.  

Each of the manipulations used here included a picture of American soldiers and an American 

flag.  These cues likely made salient national identity in all respondents.  If the flag or soldier 

were replaced with a picture of a school or foreign diplomat, then activation of group identity 

would likely be decreased.  Another way that future work could build on this project is to include 

positive emotions in addition to negative emotions.  Researchers have described anger as acting 

like a positive emotion.  I assume that this would be the case in the current work, but I did not 

measure it.  The most fruitful emotion to measure in studies like this one would be pride (Smith 

et al., 2007).  Pride is likely to be related to perceptions of in-group strength, nationalism, and 

patriotism.  These changes mark simple extensions to the current study that address questions 

about the nature of group anger, identity, and experimental methods broadly.  
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 One final point to keep in mind when studying emotion in future studies is that feelings 

cannot be ÒwrongÓ in the same way that reasons can be Òfaulty.Ó  It is difficult to tell people that 

they are not angry about a terrorist attack, whereas it makes sense to point out that people do not 

have a reason to support a particular policy position.  It appears that people can support war and 

dislike others based on emotion alone, with no Òreason.Ó  Inasmuch as reason and emotion 

sometimes diverge, then it makes sense that emotion can be the engine of support for war when 

reasons are absent.  The present study showed that emotional responses about terrorism can 

affect public opinion.  In this way, emotion can be an important piece of political information.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Not until August 8, 2014 did ISIL appear as a threat to America on the front page of any 

of the news outlets examined here.  Less than two weeks later American journalist James Foley 

was publicly executed and by September 2014 an ABC News/Washington Post poll reported that 

59% of respondents viewed ISIL as a very serious threat.  At the same time a CNN/ORC poll 

reported that 55% of Americans were angry about the killing of Foley and more than 80% of 

Republicans and Democrats thought that the White House should seek approval from Congress 

for military action against ISIL.  Serving as the standard bearer for the American people, on 

September 10, 2014, President Barack Obama proceeded to define the nature of the conflict 

between the U.S. and ISIL and laid out a clear goal for the nation: to destroy ISIL.  In this final 

section I proceed with the understanding that the relationships between political elites, the press, 

and the public are complex, often reciprocal, and open to influence from external events beyond 

the control of media or governments.  My goal in these final pages is to synthesize the findings 

of this study into bite-sized portions that can be consumed easily by all readers. 

The first big-picture takeaway from this dissertation is that national identity is imbued 

with emotion.  This is why it makes sense to understand national identity as how people feel 

about themselves and others.  This conclusion is supported by two findings.  First, the content 

analysis revealed that national identity discourse was a defining characteristic of foreign policy 

news coverage.  Complementing this finding, the experiment concluded that perception of threat 

to the in-group was a key predictor of collective emotions, both group anger and group anxiety.  

The emotional response of the American public to national threat led to support for military 

action as well as increasing patriotism and prejudice.  Because national identity is closely 

connected with emotion it is safe to conclude that levels of in- and out-group sentimentÑ



 215 

patriotism and modern prejudiceÑ are largely dependent on emotion.  Moreover, news media 

remain a powerful vehicle for transmitting these collective thoughts and feelings.  News media 

appear to have some ability to constitute an audience, or at the very least, activate underlying 

identities already present in viewers.  What it means to be American seems to rest more on 

contrasting America with foreign nations than by defining vague concepts such as freedom or 

democracy.  This makes sense because freedom and democracy are hard to define, while Òus vs. 

themÓ is an easy idea to grasp.  

 The second lesson here is that emotions cannot be separated from public opinion.  War is 

not experienced in political terms by the public, but instead is understood at the emotional level 

as Òsupport-the-troopÓ rallies or Òhome-town heroesÓ who gave their lives for something greater 

than themselvesÑ i.e., the nation (Hallin & Gitlin , 1993, p. 418).  When the public follows 

closely news stories that cast war as a collective tragedy, then audiences experience collective 

emotions, which cannot be decoupled from the experience of war.  In this way, emotion can be 

understood as a vital form of political information.  Emotions carry the Òresidue of cognitionsÓ 

(Brady & Sniderman, 1985, p. 1069), which allow people to form attitudes based on emotions 

even when they forget the information on which political judgments are made.  Immediate 

emotional responses color subsequent decisions (Murphy & Zajonc, 1993) and help crystalize 

political attitudes in place (Kuklinski, Riggle, Ottati, Schwarz, & Wyer, 1991).  Thus, when 

news coverage elicits emotional responses from audiences, these emotional reactions should be 

thought of as effects of news coverage and a crucial element in the process of opinion formation, 

on par with other forms of substantive political information.  

Beyond the connection between national identity and emotion is the role of the press as a 

conduit of political information in a representative democracy.  The final major conclusion is 
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that media fragmentation is not equivalent to a diversity of opinions.  The proliferation of 

personalized information channels suggests that the public sphere would be enriched with a 

chorus of conflicting perspectives.  The goal from this approach is that out of chaos order 

emerges, as the strongest arguments rise to the top and weak arguments are shot down (see 

Habermas, 1989; Mansbridge, 1980).  This study suggests that this is not the case. 

 Journalism is guided by an implicit rule system that functions to standardize the content 

of stories rather than tailoring content to the disparate ideological preferences of diverse 

audiences (Bennett, 1996).  These rules started as simple heuristic shortcuts to help reporters 

professionalize their industry, such as including the policy positions of official sources in order 

to interject an aura of legitimacy and authority into the story.  Over time these decision rules 

were formalized into journalistic norms such as objectivity, indexing, and watchdog journalism 

(Schudson, 2001).  These norms share areas of overlap and sometimes compete with each other 

when determining the nature of a story, particularly in the area of foreign policy.  When national 

reporters, print or online, experience cross pressures from these norms they seem to resolve them 

in the same way: sticking largely to the policies presented by governmental elites and offering 

little in the way of criticism of those policies.  The ultimate consequence of a news system that is 

driven by implicit decision rules is that it is inherently resistant to change.  Journalists apply 

these rules to story construction unconsciously, and variably uphold the democratic ideals of 

press independence and educating the public.  When watchdog journalism is not possible, they 

may shift to objective coverage, and when objectivity is not tenable, they exchange it for the next 

best thing, the authority of citing official sources.  Toggling back and forth between news norms 

is less of a conscious decision than the application of internalized rituals (Tuchman, 1972).  

Practically speaking, this means that the shift from traditional print news to online-only formats 
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will not mean a substantive drop-off in the quality of news reporting.  The reason for this parity 

is not because online news is so good, but because traditional news-gathering patterns proceed 

unnoticed in both print and online journalists.   

Small, fragmented audiences could encourage news outlets to cater to their political 

preferences, and there is some support that this is the case (Stroud, 2010).  When news content is 

examined in terms of whose policy positions are elevated to the level of public debate and which 

policies are able to reach the public forum, though, there seems to be little diversity.  The 

differences that exist between the prestige press and online-only news outlets appear to be 

limited to the type of policies that show upÑ combat vs. non-combatÑ rather than support or 

opposition to military involvement or pro- or con-administration coverage.  This subtle 

difference between new and old media underscores the ultimate conclusion that the implicit 

decision rules that shape news content ensure that it will remain standardized and resistant to 

change. 

To say that news mediates the relationship between the government and the public seems 

obvious, but it belies the deeper processes at work.  As Hallin and Mancini (1984) note, Òthe 

news does, of course, mirror in its content the political structure of societyÓ and Òeven in 

mirroring society the media frame it: they reflect back to society not just events, not unmediated 

reality, but a particular conception of reality embodied in that societyÕs political lifeÓ (emphasis 

original, pp. 832-834).  This is why political communication scholars view political reality as 

both the product and process of the telling and retelling of stories, which ultimately determines 

how we understand our collective identity.   

 

 
 



 218 

Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Codebook 
 

Reminder: Indexing is concerned with sources and sides, and echoing with terms and phrases. 
 
1. Text Number (begins at 1000). This number simply catalogues the individual print articles. 

 
2. Date The date is formatted as YEARMODA (20140609). 

 
3. Media For this project, articles will come from the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, 

Washington Post, Slate, The Daily Beast, and Huffington Post.. 
 

4. Article File Name, entered as Outlet_topic_date_article number generated by the outlet for 
that date (NYT_ISIS_20140609_1A).  
a. The dates for the ISIS conflict are between June 15th, 2014 (when ISIS seized control of 

MosulÕs airport, a major city in northern Iraq) and June 15th, 2015.  
 

5. Total Front-page stories: This is simply a count of the total stories appearing on the front-
page. Stories are designated by large font and an authorÕs name. 

a. To be counted as a front-page story, the story must have an author. 
b. Do not count the small list of stories at the bottom of the pdfÕs, those do not count 

as stories.  
c. When coding online news outlets, the total front-page stories will always be 10. 

 
6. Total ¦ This is simply a count of the total paragraphs in the story. Headlines count as 

paragraph 1, treat them just like other paragraphs. 
 

7. Front-page ¦  This is simply a count of the number of paragraphs appearing on the front page. 
Partial paragraphs are counted as full paragraphs, even if only one line or one word appears. 

 
8. Obama Pic 1= Yes, 0= No. Only code 1 if Obama is pictured on the front page.  This means 

every article for that date gets the same code, either 1 or 0. It doesnÕt matter if he is happy, 
sad, favorable/unfavorableÉjust Yes or No. 

a. The picture of Obama must correspond to a real story, not one of the small 
ÒweatherÓ type stories at the bottom.  

 
9. ISIS/ISIL Pic 1= Yes, 0= No. Only code 1 if ISIS fighter(s) is/are pictured on the front page.  

This means every article for that date gets the same code, either 1 or 0. It doesnÕt matter what 
theyÕre doingÉjust Yes or No. 

a. When depicting ISIL/ISIS fighters, media tends to portray them as ominous, 
threatening, or dangerous. Sometimes ISIS is described as ISIL or the Islamic 
State (IS).  

b. The picture of ISIS must correspond to a real story, not one of the small 
ÒweatherÓ type stories at the bottom. 
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10. Paragraph Number List the paragraph number in the article in which a source is attributed a 

policy position (or presidential phrase/quote) appears.  
a. Treat headlines like the first paragraphÑ count them as paragraph 1 and code them exactly 

like you would any other paragraph. 
 

11. Source 1 When an instance of indexing is identified, then list the sourceÕs identification 
number. If there is a second source in the same paragraph that OPPOSES the first source, 
then create a second row, otherwise there is no 2nd source. To be counted as a second source, 
the additional source needs to be named specifically, and he/she/it must be OPPOSING the 
policy position of the first source. If a second source reiterates support or agrees with the first 
source, then this does NOT count as a second source. (see numbers from Source Code Tables 
spreadsheet, 1-97). 
a. DonÕt spend too much time on selecting the source. Be careful to code correctly if the 

source is Obama himself, a member of his administration (I give examples), or member 
of congress. Otherwise, it will be good enough to simply get the foreign/domestic 
distinction correct.  

b. As a reminder, indexing is concerned with sources and sides, and echoing with terms and 
phrases. Others describe indexing this way: journalists index the range of opinions by 
Òpegging news stories to officialÓ sources, thereby reflecting the distribution of 
governmental consensus or disagreement among mainstream political elites (Livingston 
& Bennett, 2003, p. 366). 

 
c. If the source is a member of congress, enter his/her name and state. 

 
d. Because ISIS stands for the ÒIslamic State in Iraq and Syria,Ó U.S.-ISIL policy positions 

often refer to Syria or Iraq generally without specifying ISIS. As long as the source 
statements are concerned with U.S. policy regarding the role of ISIS in Iraq or Syria, the 
source statements should be included in the analysis. ISIS consists of Sunni extremists, so 
funding/training Iraqis/Syrians to combat Sunni extremists is a U.S. policy toward ISIS 
without mentioning ISIS by name. 

 
Each line of data refers only to one source and one paragraph. A source could be advocating 
multiple policy positions, so MORE THAN ONE code could appear in a row (that means, pro- 
airstrikes= 1, pro- training= 1, and con boots= 2), but if a second source appears in the same 
paragraph, then create a new row. The second source must counter the first in order to create a 
new row. 

 
12. Military Advisors/training: 1= pro-policy, 2= con- policy, and 0= not present.  

a. Needs to mention advisors, training, $, or military aid. 
 
13. Humanitarian Aid: 1= pro-policy, 2= con- policy, and 0= not present. 
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a. Needs to mention humanitarian relief broadly, or food, water, help, aid. Distinct 
from military aid. 

b. Might not appear often. 
 

14. Negotiate with ISIS: 1= pro-policy, 2= con- policy, and 0= not present.  
a. This does not appear often, but does reflect an actual U.S. policy toward ISIS, and 

so should be coded. 
 

15. Airstrikes: 1= pro-policy, 2= con- policy, and 0= not present. 
a. Use of airstrikes or drones in Iraq OR Syria.  
b. Might be described as Òair campaign,Ó Òplanes,Ó Òsky,Ó Òbombing,Ó or similar 

aerial assault terms. 
c. ÒsurveillanceÓ or ÒreconnaissanceÓ not considered airstrikes. 

 
16. Boots on ground: 1= pro-policy, 2= con- policy, and 0= not present. 

a. Boots, ground war/battle, foot, dragged 
 

17. Indirect military: 1= pro-military engagement, 2= con- military engagement, and 0= not 
present. 

a. No policy mentioned, but clearly for or against direct U.S. military involvement.  
b. McCain is a hawk,Ó (pro military) or ÒPaul is a dove,Ó (con military).  
c. ÒIraqis request military help from U.S.Ó (pro military). 

 
18. Authority/authorization: 1= pro-Obama has authority, 2= con-Obama has authority (i.e., 

when people say he does not have authority), and 0= Not present. 
a. If Obama is described as ÒauthorizingÓ or ÒorderedÓ something, then code this.  
b. This typically refers to coverage of times when Obama claims that George W. 

BushÕs 2001 authorization for use of force gives him authority. 
c. Coverage about Obama arguing that he has the authority to confront ISILÓ would 

be coded as 1. 
d. Coverage of Republicans, for example, arguing that the president does not have 

the authority to confront ISIL would be coded 2. 
 

19. Indirect Obama: 1= pro-Obama, 2= con- Obama, and 0= not present. 
a. No policy mentioned, but clearly for or against Obama. 
b. ÒRepublicans oppose Obama,Ó (con-Obama), or Obama enjoyed support from 

House DemocratsÓ (pro-Obama). 
 

20. Total Indexing List the total number of paragraphs you coded for the indexing variables for 
the article. 
 

21. Success_Fail: 1= Success, policy was described as successful, 2= Failure, policy was 
described as a failing, and 0= Not described as succeeding or failing. 

a. When indexing occurs, sometimes in the same paragraph the article mentions 
whether that policy is succeeding or failing (or succeeded/failed). 
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b. To be counted as a success/fail, a reader should be able to point to a phrase or 
work listed in the paragraph and be able to use it as clear evidence. 

c. E.g., Òseveral failed attempts to extract Foley,Ó ÒDid not succeed at dislodging 
ISIS fighters,Ó Òairstrikes met with success today,Ó Òaccomplish its goal,Ó or 
Òkilled 15 ISIS fightersÓ etc.  

d. To be coded as success/fail, the policy in question must have already been coded 
as an example of indexing. 

 

22. Total Failure: List the total number of paragraphs you coded for the failing variable. 
 

23. Total Success: List the total number of paragraphs you coded for the success variable. 
 
24. Justification: 1= Yes, justified; 0= no justification.  

a. When indexing occurs, sometimes in the same paragraph the article includes a 
reason/rationale for holding that position. 

b. To be counted as a justification, a reader should be able to point to a reason listed 
in the paragraph that they could use as a reason for holding the position if asked 
by a friend where he/she stands on the issue.  

c. Should answer the WHY question:  Why is Obama here or McCain there on a 
policy? 

 
25. Total Justifications List the total number of paragraphs you coded for the justification. 

variable. 
 

26. U.S. Identity: 1=Yes, U.S. identity was salient. 0= U.S. identity not made salient. 
a. Code for the presence of the following terms (you can use the command+f 

function to search within the articles): 
i. ÒAmerican,Ó ÒUnited States,Ó ÒU.S.,Ó or Ò the nationÓ when referencing 

the United States.  
 

27. Total Identity: List the total number of paragraphs you coded for the identity variable. 
 
Moving to Echoing Variables Now: 
Echoing refers to times when the press uses specific terms or phrases, not broad themes or news 
frames. Therefore, please use the command+f function to search within the articles to find the 
following terms associated with the appropriate categories. When terms is used by the press in a 
way that fits with the below category, then it would be coded. For example, when the press 
references ObamaÕs authority to use force against ISIL, this be coded as 2 (press echoes 
president). If the press directly quotes Obama stating that he has Òthe authority to confront ISIL,Ó 
then this would be coded as 1 (direct quote). If the article mentions authority to engage Russia, 
then this would not be coded because authority is not used in reference to ISIL. 
 
28. Boots on Ground: 1= Direct Obama Quote, 2= Presidential Echo, and 0= Not present. 

a. ÒBoots on the groundÓ 
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b. E.g., ÒBoots on the ground is not an option.Ó 
 
29. ISIL: 1= Direct Obama Quote, 2= Presidential Echo, and 0= Not present. 

a. ÒISILÓ 
b. Obama pushed for ISIS to be referred to as ISIL, so we are coding for times when 

ISIL is used. Do not code times when ISIS is used. 
 

30. ISIL not Islamic: 1= Direct Obama Quote, 2= Presidential Echo, and 0= Not present. 
a. ÒISIL is not ÔIslamic.Õ 

 
31. Protect American Interests: 1= Direct Obama Quote, 2= Presidential Echo, and 0= Not 

present. 
a. ÒThreatÓ to ÒAmericaÓ or Òthreatening American interests.Ó 
b. E.g., ÒIf you threaten America, you will find no safe haven.Ó 
c. E.g., ÒISIL could pose a threat eventually to American interests.Ó 

 
32. Degrade or destroy ISIL: 1= Direct Obama Quote, 2= Presidential Echo, and 0= Not present. 

a. ÒDegradeÓ or Òdestroy.Ó  
b. E.g., Òwe will degrade, and ultimately destroy ISILÓ 

 
33. Direct Quote Other: 1= Direct Obama Quote, 0= no quote. 

a. This code is for times when Obama is quoted directly, but it does not map on to 
any of his key terms on the code sheet. This includes one-word quotes. 
 

34. Total Echo List the total number of paragraphs you coded for all quotes and echoes 
combined.  

General Rules of Thumb 
 

a. Make sure not to code descriptions, such as Òthe U.S. military command says ISIS still 
shows no signs of withdrawing from Iraq and its forces have remained steadyÓ. The 
context is a report of current events, not supporting/opposing a policy and references no 
source. Another example: When journalists say Òthere are six days before the deadline for 
ISIS to get out of Iraq before sanctions begin,Ó do not code this because it is merely a 
descriptive statement lacking any intentionality on the part of the U.S.  

 
c.  Similarly, when ISIS says Òwe wonÕt withdraw from IraqÓ, this is not codeable because it 

does not explicitly address U.S. policy. 
 
d. In ambiguous situations when you donÕt know if a code is there or not, hereÕs the rule of 

thumb: if you cannot determine whether a code is there in 30 seconds, there is no code.  
  
f.  Statements and quotes from the past are to be coded as if mentioned in the present. Same 

rule for future statements, e.g., if a story reads: ÒWhite House says it will support 
airstrikes in Syria,Ó the this should be coded as White House pro-airstrikes. If the future 



 223 

is hypotheticalÑ e.g., ÒcouldÓ or ÒmightÓÑ as a legitimate or reasonable future action, 
then we should code. 

 
g. DonÕt use later contextual cues to go back and code earlier paragraphs. Assume forward 

interpretation only; i.e., all the relevant information must be in the paragraph in question. 
 

Source Codes  
Administration	and	Official	U.S.	Military	Sources	 Non-Official	Expert	Sources	
10		 President	Barack	Obama	 50	 Unaffiliated	former	government	

officials,	academic	sources,	state	
government	officials,	or	former	
military	sources	

11	 Administration	sources:	Cabinet	
officials,	White	House	spokespersons	
(e.g.,	Press	Secretary	Josh	Earnest),	
Secretary	of	State	John	Kerry	(i.e.,	State	
Department),	Joe	Biden	(Vice	President).	

51	 Corporate	spokespersons	

12	 American	military	officers	 52	 Sources	primarily	identified	with	
think	tanks	or	interest	groups	

13	 the	“United	States”	or	“America”	 53	 In-house	“expert”	sources	employed	
by	news	organizations		14	 Pentagon	or	Department	of	Defense	

Congressional	Sources	 54	 Other	non-official,	expert	source	
20	 Congress	in	general	(lawmakers)	 U.S.	Citizens	
21	 Republican	Congressional	leadership		 60	 Non-military	source	
22	 Democratic	Congressional	leadership		 61	 Military	source	(rank	of	major,	

captain,	lieutenant,	or	enlisted)	
23	 Other	Congressional	Republicans	 62	 Opinion	poll	
24		 Other	Congressional	Democrats	 63	 Rally,	demonstration,	or	other	group	

activity	
25	 Anonymous	members	of	Congress	or	

anonymous	groups	of	legislators	(no	
party	identification)	

64	 “The	American	people”	or	other	
general	attribution	(code	as	62	or	63	
if	used	in	reference	to	polls	or	
rallies)	

26	 Congressional	committees	or	other	
named	groups	of	legislators		

Iraqi	Citizens	

27	 U.S.	Officials,	U.S.	ambassador		 70	
71	
72	
73	

Non-military	source	
Military	source	(rank	of	major,	
captain,	lieutenant,	or	enlisted)	
Opinion	poll	
Rally,	demonstration,	or	other	group	
activity	

Foreign	Government,	Organizational,	and	Official	
Military	Sources	
	

	 	 						
74	

“The	Iraqi	people”	or	other	general	
attribution	(code	as	72	or	

31	 Iraqi	government	officials	 	 73	if	used	in	reference	to	polls	or	
rallies)	

32	 Other	Arab	government	officials	(not	
Syria	or	Iraq)	

						
75	

Human	rights	group	or	non-military	
organization	

33	 Israeli	government	officials	 	 	
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34	 Other	foreign	government	officials	 Citizens	from	Countries	Other	than	the	US,	
Syria,	or	Iraq	

35	 United	Nations	sources	(Secretary	
General,	bureaucratic	functionaries,	or	
committees	and	councils	speaking	as	a	
group),	general	references	to	the	UN,	or	
UN	resolutions.	

80	 Non-military	source	(add	Syrian	
rebels)	

36	 Military	officers	or	spokesperson	of	
military		

81	 Military	source	(rank	of	major,	
captain,	lieutenant,	or	enlisted)	

37	 Experts,	non-military	organization	 82	 Opinion	poll	
38	 Other	foreign,	non-governmental,	non-

military	official	(e.g.,	OPEC,	Arab	League,	
etc.)	

83	 Rally,	demonstration,	or	other	group	
activity	

39	 “Allies”	or	“world”	used	as	a	general,	
unspecified	term	

84	 “The	X	people”	or	other	general	
attribution	(code	as	82	or	83	if	used	
in	reference	to	polls	or	rallies)	

Official	Foreign	Sources	 Journalists	or	Other	Sources	
40	 Nouri	al-Maliki	(Iraq	Prime	Minister	to	

Sept	2014)	
90	 Journalist	expressing	personal	views	

41	 Haider	al-Abadi	(Iraq	Prime	Minister	
Sept	2014-present)	

42	 Other	Iraqi	Official	 91	 Empty	
43	 “Iraq”	 97	 Unsourced/unidentified/unattribute

d	
					44	 “Russia”	

	
99	 Other	

	
45	 Vladimir	Putin	(Russian	President)	
46	 “ISIS”	or	“ISIL”	

	
47	 Bashar	al-Assad	(Syrian	president)	

	
Syrian	Citizens	
75	 Non-military	source	
76	 Military	source	(rank	of	major,	captain,	lieutenant,	or	

enlisted)	
77	 Opinion	poll	
78	 Rally,	demonstration,	or	other	group	activity	
79	 “The	Syrian	people”	or	other	general	attribution	(code	as	67	

or	68	if	used	in	reference	to	polls	or	rallies)	
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Appendix B: Experimental Measures	

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this short study. In the first section, we would like to 
learn a little bit about you. 
 
What is your gender? 
¥ Female (1) 
¥ Male (0) 
 
What is your exact age? 
¥ Fill in the blank. 
 
Last year, what was the total income before taxes for all of the people living in your household? 
¥ 0-25K (1) 
¥ 25-50K (2) 
¥ 50-75K (3) 
¥ 75-100K (4) 
¥ 100-150K (5) 
¥ 150K+ (6) 
 
What is the last grade you completed in school? 
¥ Some high school, no diploma (1) 
¥ High school graduate (2) 
¥ Some college, no degree (3) 
¥ College graduate (4) 
¥ Graduate or professional degree (5) 
 
In the next section, we would like to ask some questions about your experience as an American 
in the United States. 
 
Scale ranged from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). 
 
The more the United States actively influences other countries, the better off these countries will 
be.  
The United States should not dominate other countries.  
For the most part, America is no more superior than any other industrialized country in the 
world.  
To maintain our countryÕs economic superiority, aggressive economic policies are sometimes 
necessary  
To maintain our countryÕs superiority, war is sometimes necessary.  
 
Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a Republican, Democrat, Independent, or 
something else? 
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¥ Strong Democrat (1) 
¥ Democrat (2) 
¥ Not very strong Democrat (3) 
¥ Independent (4) 
¥ Not very strong Republican (5) 
¥ Republican (6) 
¥ Strong Republican (7) 
¥ Other (please specify) (8) ____________________ 
 
Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as liberal, conservative, moderate, or something 
else? 
¥ Strong liberal (1) 
¥ Liberal (2) 
¥ Not very strong liberal (3) 
¥ Moderate (4) 
¥ Not very strong conservative (5) 
¥ Conservative (6) 
¥ Strong conservative (7) 
¥ Other (please specify) (8) ____________________ 
 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements about the 
articles you just read. 
 
Scale ranged from 1 (disagree strongly) to 4 (agree strongly). 
 
The articles downplayed threat to U.S. national security from ISIS. 
The articles suggested U.S. military efforts against ISIS are succeeding. 
 
Scale ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). 
 
When you think about yourself as an American, to what extent do you feel the following emotion 
(randomized): 
 
Anxious about ISIS militants. 
Hostile about ISIS militants. 
Worried about ISIS militants. 
Outraged about ISIS militants. 
Fearful about ISIS militants. 
Anger at ISIS militants. 
Afraid of ISIS militants. 
Furious at ISIS militants. 
Scared of ISIS militants. 
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Mad at ISIS militants. 
 
Scale ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). 
 
When you think about yourself as an individual, to what extent are you actually experiencing the 
following emotion (randomized): 
 
Scared 
Outraged 
Fearful 
Furious 
Anxious 
Hostile 
Worried 
Mad 
Afraid 
Anger 
 
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement.  
 
Scale ranged from 1 (disagree strongly) to 7 (agree strongly). 
 
I am proud to be an American. 
I have great love for my country. 
The symbols of the United States (e.g., the flag, Washington monument) do not move me one 
way or the other.  
I find the sight of the American flag very moving. 
Every time I hear the national anthem, I feel strongly moved. 
 
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement.  
 
Scale ranged from 1 (disagree strongly) to 7 (agree strongly). 
 
Discrimination against Muslims is no longer a problem in the United States. 
It is easy to understand the anger of Muslim people in America. 
Muslims should not push themselves where they are not wanted. 
Over the past few years, Muslims have gotten more economically than they deserve. 
Muslims are getting too demanding in their push for equal rights. 
 
Do you approve or disapprove of the way Barack Obama is handling his job as President? 
¥ Approve (0) 
¥ Disapprove (1) 
 
Do you favor or oppose the U.S. sending additional ground troops to Iraq and Syria in order to 
assist groups in those countries that are fighting Islamic militants? (randomized) 
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¥ Favor strongly (4) 
¥ Favor somewhat (3) 
¥ Oppose somewhat (2) 
¥ Oppose strongly (1) 
 
Do you favor or oppose the U.S. sending additional military advisers to Iraq and Syria in order to 
train and assist groups in those countries that are fighting Islamic militants? 
¥ Favor strongly (4) 
¥ Favor somewhat (3) 
¥ Oppose somewhat (2) 
¥ Oppose strongly (1) 
 
Do you favor or oppose the U.S. providing humanitarian aid to people in Iraq and Syria in order 
to assist groups in those countries displaced by Islamic militants? 
¥ Favor strongly (4) 
¥ Favor somewhat (3) 
¥ Oppose somewhat (2) 
¥ Oppose strongly (1) 
 
Do you favor or oppose the U.S. using airstrikes in Syria and Iraq, including piloted aircraft and 
unmanned airstrikes such as drones or cruise missiles in order to assist groups in those countries 
that are fighting Islamic militants? 
¥ Favor strongly (4) 
¥ Favor somewhat (3) 
¥ Oppose somewhat (2) 
¥ Oppose strongly (1) 
 
Do you favor or oppose the U.S. negotiating with Islamic militants in Iraq and Syria to ensure 
the release of American hostages? 
¥ Favor strongly (4) 
¥ Favor somewhat (3) 
¥ Oppose somewhat (2) 
¥ Oppose strongly (1) 
 
 



 229 

Do you favor or oppose the U.S. taking military action in Iraq and Syria to fight Islamic 
militants. 
¥ Strongly favor (4) 
¥ Somewhat favor (3) 
¥ Somewhat oppose (2) 
¥ Strongly oppose (1) 
 
Do you favor or oppose political leaders in other countries taking military action in Iraq and 
Syria to fight Islamic militants. 
¥ Strongly favor (4) 
¥ Somewhat favor (3) 
¥ Somewhat oppose (2) 
¥ Strongly oppose (1) 
 
To what extent do you think torture by U.S. interrogators is justified? 
 
Scale ranged from 1 (not at all justified) to 7 (extremely justified). 
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Appendix C: Experimental Manipulations 
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