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ABSTRACT
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What explains U.S. media coverage of Americans kidnapped abroad?
While some hostages receive national media attention, others hardly
make the local news. Using an original, event count dataset of
newspaper stories about Americans kidnapped abroad since 2001,
this article tests the oft-cited, under-measured assumption that
“terrorism” receives more media attention than other violence.
Controlling for variation across kidnapping, I show that those framed
as “terrorism” receive more coverage. Challenging existing literature,
I also demonstrate that incidents with more victims receive less
coverage than those incidents with fewer victims, and that there is
no “missing white woman syndrome” in international kidnapping.
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“And we must try to find ways to starve the terrorist and the hijacker of the oxygen of
publicity on which they depend.” - British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, 15
July 1985
In the fall of 2014, several violent attacks resulted in the kidnapping and death of
American citizens abroad. In August, the Islamic State (ISIS) released a video in which
a fighter brutally beheads American freelance journalist, James Foley. Another video,
several weeks later, featured their gruesome beheading of journalist Steven Sotloff; in
November, ISIS released a third video showing the beheading of a group of Syrian soldiers and decapitated American aid worker, Peter Kassig. Meanwhile, on October 13,
three teenage siblings—Erica, Alex, and Jose Angel Alvarado—disappeared near
Matamaros, Mexico. Two weeks later, their decomposing bodies had been identified—
bound and with a gunshot to the head—adding to the dozens of American citizens who
are kidnapped and killed in Mexico every year.1
The ISIS kidnappings and subsequent executions were covered widely by American
news media, and the public was paying attention. According to a September 2014 NBC/
Wall Street Journal poll, an astonishing 94% of respondents were aware of Foley’s
beheading—the highest proportion of Americans aware of any news event polled in the
prior five years.2 The Alvarados’ kidnapping, conversely, appeared only in the Houston
Chronicle and the Corpus Christi Caller-Times. Despite being the geographically proximate massacre of three teens, the Matamaros events received limited news coverage.
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Beyond disparities in coverage, these attacks differ in several ways. The ISIS kidnappings were labeled “terrorism,” while kidnappings in areas marred by Mexico’s drug
war are presumed “criminal.” The journalist victims of the Islamic State—white,
American citizens—were taken captive individually. The Alvarado siblings, holding dual
Mexican citizenship, disappeared together. Americans’ geopolitical interest in the
Middle East notwithstanding, we could expect kidnappings in Mexico to garner significant attention: Far more Americans travel to Mexico than Syria, and thus Mexican violence is a more proximate and statistically likely risk. Why did the kidnappings in Syria
receive more coverage than those in Mexico? Put differently: What explains the variation in U.S. media response to American citizens kidnapped3 abroad?
Since 11 September 2001, scholars of media and terrorism have argued that a “war
on terror” frame has increased the salience of certain violent acts, suggesting that terrorism stories are overrepresented in the media.4 While some argue that the media’s disproportionate coverage of terrorism simply follows the cues of government officials,5
others argue that terrorists themselves have shaped the media’s agenda, forcing reporting on terrorism after 9/11.6 However, these insights are seldom directly tested and are
difficult to parse, especially given scholarly and public disagreement on what constitutes
“terrorism” in the first place.7 Beyond definitional debates, coverage may be overdetermined: If terrorist attacks are the most public or claim the most victims, these attacks
may attract attention because of their severity, rather than their motivation.8
With kidnapping, however, the size of the attack is constrained: Kidnappings are typically small, specific acts of violence with a limited number of victims. They are also
pervasive—there are 6,120 kidnappings in the Global Terrorism Database between
September 11, 2001 and the end of 2015.9 According to the former director of the U.S.
Hostage Recovery Fusion Cell, “Not a week goes by without the kidnapping of an
American citizen abroad.”10 They take place globally and are perpetrated by terrorists,
criminals, pirates, and rebel organizations. By focusing on one discrete type of violence,
this study controls for other sources of variation that might affect media coverage in
order to quantify the gatekeeping role of the news.
Using an original dataset of media coverage of Americans taken hostage abroad since
2001, I examine the features of victims, perpetrators, and violence that affect the number of newspaper stories written about each attack. Specifically, I find that kidnappings
framed as “terrorism” receive significantly more media coverage than those not so
framed, regardless of whether or not the perpetrator is a U.S.-designated Foreign
Terrorist Organization (FTO). Moreover, by demonstrating that incidents with multiple
victims receive less coverage, this study lends support to psychology’s “collapse of
compassion” theory, which suggests that viewers pay more attention to single victims
than to many. Last, challenging the literature on domestic kidnappings, I find no evidence for the existence of a “missing white woman syndrome” in international kidnapping: Within this sample, neither women nor white hostages receive more media
coverage than their male, nonwhite counterparts.
These results provide significant support for the importance of terrorism framing, as
well as several critical and counterintuitive features of victims that affect coverage. In so
doing, this study makes three important contributions to the literature. First, it introduces the first comprehensive dataset of Americans kidnapped abroad since 9/11, with
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concomitant newspaper coverage for each attack.11 This period encompasses the “war
on terror,” during which terrorism has remained salient, yet also covers variation in the
U.S. national hostage recovery policy. Second, this study serves as a direct empirical test
of an oft-cited but under-measured assumption: that “terrorism” incidents receive more
media attention than similar incidents framed as crime or everyday forms of violence.
By holding constant the type of attack—kidnapping of a U.S. national—and controlling
for features of the perpetrator and level of violence, this research isolates the effect of
the “terror” descriptor on media attention to violence. Third, by demonstrating the relationship between framing and amount of coverage, this research highlights the normative and political importance of terrorist labeling and designation. Publicity and
propaganda are critical elements of terrorists’ goals; extended coverage of otherwise
comparable attacks may play into perpetrators’ hands, shape public opinion, and influence foreign policy.12 This study gives credence to the adage that media coverage provides terrorism the oxygen of publicity.

Gatekeeping the News
Why might a particular story make the news? Scholars of the U.S. media environment
have taken three broad approaches to explaining what factors drive coverage. First,
coverage might follow government guidance or policy priorities. From the “bully
pulpit,” the White House has outsized influence on media narratives, and reporters may
be more likely to cover events receiving government attention.13 Second, coverage decisions might reflect a “follow-the-leader” effect, in which news outlets bandwagon to
report stories already receiving attention. This line of thinking suggests coverage is contagious: The media is more likely to pick up stories already reported in national outlets
with the broadest reach.14
Third, scholars have argued that media act as gatekeepers, setting the public agenda
by “deciding what’s news,” based on features of the stories themselves.15 Among the
stories available for reporting, “[m]edia gatekeepers include and exclude, magnify and
minimize.”16 How does the media decide what is “newsworthy?” Scholars have identified a list of event characteristics that influence coverage: “timeliness; proximity; importance, impact, or consequence; interest, conflict, or controversy; sensationalism;
prominence; and novelty, oddity, or the unusual.”17 These factors collectively reflect an
interest in reporting deviance—the extent to which an event is rare, violates norms, or
threatens the status quo. An interest in reporting “deviant” events may create overreporting on terrorist attacks.18 As some scholars have noted, this overrepresentation in
turn shapes actors’ motives: Resorting to violence is a sure-fire way for unknown political actors to gain widespread attention.19
If non-state actors are indeed incentivized to commit more violence in search of
attention, it is unsurprising that scholars are concerned with media portrayals of terrorism, including evaluating which characteristics make an incident most likely to receive
coverage.20 These latter studies have found that the factors driving coverage include
whether the attack was some form of hostage-taking,21 or are based on the identity of
the target22 or the perpetrator.23
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Since the nineteenth century, non-state actors from anarchists to jihadists have committed “propaganda by deed,” gaining significant attention through their highly publicized violence. As Laquer wrote in 1976, “The media are the terrorist’s best friend. The
terrorist’s act by itself is nothing, publicity is all.”24 In the post-9/11 media environment, the inherent newsworthiness of terrorism may have dire implications. As
Nacos writes:
… political violence for the sake of publicity succeeds even when terrorists stage rather
modest acts of terrorism. As long as terrorists offer visuals and sound bites, drama, threats,
and human interest tales, the news media will report—and actually over-report—on their
actions and causes at the expense of other and more important news.25

This is particularly relevant in the case of kidnapping, as scholars have found that
hostage-taking attacks make excellent stories for the press.26 The amount and type of
coverage can affect public perceptions of risks, which in turn can shape national security policy. Half of Americans are concerned that they or a loved one will be the victim
of a terror attack,27 and viewers are more likely to interpret violence as terrorism if the
media frames it so.28 If the amount and tenor of coverage shapes this fear, Americans
would be expected to be disproportionately concerned about being targeted by the
Islamic State, while vastly underestimating their risk just south of the U.S.Mexico border.
Theory and Hypotheses
This project offers a direct test of the conventional wisdom about media and terrorism:
Do stories about terrorism receive more coverage than other news matters? Simply noting that terrorism-related stories saturate the media confounds the effect of the
“terrorism” designation with other factors driving coverage.29 For example, stories may
garner attention because they are brutal or symbolic, because they target certain types
of people, or because they occur in a country of geopolitical interest. Kidnapping provides a lens to distill and measure those effects. In selecting a distinct type of attack,
perpetrated by terrorists and criminals in all regions of the world, we can test the proposition that stories about terrorism receive more coverage.
How do we know when a story is about terrorism? I argue that the story’s framing—
rather than any pre-determined characteristics of the event—matters for classifying violence. “Framing” in the news involves “selecting and highlighting some facets of events
or issues, and making connections among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation, and/or solution.”30 Frames are applied to and emerge from the text of
stories; specific words define a desired message. Thus, as I describe below, labeling a
kidnaper or act as “terrorist” bestows a terrorism frame, whereas labeling the perpetrator a “criminal” would not.
Terrorism is an inherently value-laden concept, subjectively applied; it does not comprise one objective definition of political violence.31 There is often little to distinguish
terrorism from crime, though the identities of the perpetrator and victim are likely central.32 For example, studies have found that Western media are more likely to report
attacks by Muslim perpetrators, even though far more Americans have been killed by
Christian extremists.33 On the other hand, “terrorist” designations may follow the
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victims’ identity. In their study of magazine coverage of international violence, Alali
and Eke found that the U.S. media are 54% more likely to label violence “terrorism”
when the victims were U.S. citizens than when victims were foreigners.34
How does this manifest in media coverage? There are two mechanisms by which
journalists may choose to report on “terrorism” stories instead of those not so framed.
First, journalists—like the general public—may be more susceptible to considering certain events “terrorism,” whether due to the region of the attack, the type of perpetrator,
or a set of accompanying demands. Second, journalists may curate stories they believe
audiences will be more likely to watch, read, or share, selecting stories based on how
much attention they are likely to attract.35 Given that terror attacks are particularly
deviant, journalists can expect that their reporting will attract attention.
While calling perpetrators “terrorists” may be arbitrary, it may have a significant
impact on whether a story receives widespread attention. This investigation points to
the effects of framing—how labeling an otherwise similar story of violence as “terrorism”
will increase the number of resulting stories. But for the effects of framing, we might
expect the Syria and Mexico kidnappings from the introduction to receive similar attention. Inherent to this argument is the contention that the “terrorism” label may be
applied selectively or arbitrarily to certain kinds of violence. Therefore, I hypothesize
that coverage will be driven not by official policy or a contagion effect, but instead by
the inherent “newsworthiness” of terrorism, regardless of other details of the attack.
Hypothesis 1: Kidnappings described as “terrorism” or perpetrated by actors described as
“terrorists” will receive more media coverage than kidnappings without the “terror” frame.

If terrorism framing increases coverage, what might reduce coverage? I argue that the
predicted effects of terrorism framing will be mediated by characteristics of the actors
involved, and in particular, the number of hostages per attack. While existing literature
on media argues that incidents with more victims receive more coverage,36 a contrary
view suggests that viewers’ attention rapidly decreases as the number of victims
increases. An oft-quoted passage from Thomas Schelling’s “The Life You Save Could Be
Your Own” states:
Let a six-year old girl with brown hair need thousands of dollars for an operation that will
prolong her life until Christmas, and the post office will be swamped with nickels and
dimes to save her. But let it be reported that without sales tax the hospital facilities of
Massachusetts will deteriorate and cause a barely perceptible increase in preventable
deaths—not many will drop a tear or reach for their checkbooks.37

This is the first iteration of the “collapse of compassion,” an inverse relationship that
postulates as “the number of people in need of help increases, the degree of compassion
people feel for them ironically tends to decrease.”38 As the number of victims increases
through two, eight, and 20 fictionalized victims, study respondents are increasingly
unlikely to intervene.39 Similarly, the “identified victim effect” holds that giving a victim
a name and a story will also dramatically increase study participants’ willingness to
intervene.40 Moreover, presenting a larger group of victims together with an alreadyidentified single victim reduces audience compassion for the individual victim, and suggests that the largest support will come from leaving her on her own.41 Across these
studies, the fewer the victims and more detailed their story, the more the audience will
pay attention.
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This effect may translate to media coverage through similar mechanisms as terrorism
framing. Just like study participants, journalists could feel more compassion for single
kidnapping victims, and thus deem such stories more newsworthy.42 They may also
deliberately report stories they assume their audience is most likely to read and share,
particularly because they are seen as abnormal or rare.43 Challenging existing expectations that incidents with more victims receive more coverage, the second hypothesis states:
Hypothesis 2: Kidnappings will receive less media coverage as the number of victims per
incident increases.

Several observable implications follow. If H2 is correct, cases in which one named
individual is kidnapped will elicit the greatest number of stories, with decreasing marginal likelihood of coverage with each additional victim per incident. Among the
American ISIS hostages, we would expect a video of a single victim—James Foley or
Steven Sotloff—to elicit more media coverage than the beheading of Peter Kassig, killed
along with multiple, unnamed Syrian soldiers.
Alternative Explanations
I have identified two testable counterarguments to explain media coverage. First, there
are several victim characteristics that might elicit more stories. For example, the
“missing white woman syndrome” (MWWS) suggests that white, female victims of
crimes—particularly abductions—garner significantly more media attention than their
nonwhite, male counterparts.44 For instance, using FBI Missing Persons data and stories
from four national news sources, Sommers demonstrates that white, female victims are
more likely to receive any media coverage of their abductions, and that given any media
coverage of an abduction, white women have a larger number of resulting stories written.45 Unfortunately for the present study, there is no international equivalent to the
FBI Missing Persons list; the Privacy Act of 1974 prevents the U.S. government from
releasing data on overseas abductions, so we cannot currently test why some but not all
kidnappings are initially reported. However, we can evaluate relative attention among
cases that have been made public. Given entry into my dataset (by the process described
below), do women or white victims receive more coverage than nonwhite, male victims?
Hypothesis 3: Kidnappings of white, female victims will receive more media coverage than
kidnappings of nonwhite, male victims.

Alternately, scholars have suggested that journalists will be more likely to cover an
abduction of a fellow journalist, and that terrorists intentionally target journalists for
the purpose of gaining public attention.46 Existing research suggests that the media
favors stories featuring people and organizations that are already famous, which may
include journalists.47
Hypothesis 4: Kidnappings of journalists will receive more media coverage than
kidnappings of non-journalists.

In addition to victim characteristics, there may be features of the violence itself that
make a story more or less newsworthy. Here, literature on political violence suggests
that we should see increased attention to particularly brutal, symbolic, or norm-violating
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attacks.48 Contrary to H2, which implies an inverse relationship between violence and
coverage, this alternative implies a proportional relationship. The more violence perpetrated, the more coverage we will see because reporters prefer gory stories.49 As the
adage goes, “if it bleeds, it leads.”50
There are several mechanisms that could be at work connecting violence to media
coverage. We might see more stories from kidnappings with longer captivity, as violence
compounds over a longer period of time. We might also expect to see more attention
to violence considered “barbaric,” like beheadings. This violence is often displayed
through visual evidence, such as hostage videos or “proof of life.” Over extended captivity, perpetrators can exert symbolic, highly visual violence, intentionally creating a spectacle ready for prime time:
It is not merely that the victim is detained, but that he is likely in cramped, dark
conditions, deprived of food and light, for extended periods of time. It is not merely that
the group has demanded a ransom payment, but has done so in a video that features the
victim on his knees, bound, under threat of sword or gun. It is not just that hostages are
in prisoners’ garb, but specifically in orange jumpsuits, performing symbolic retribution for
Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib.51

We may therefore expect to see more media coverage of hostages with longer duration in captivity, or whose violence is visually captured by some “proof of life”—a hostage video, photographs, or amputated body parts.
Hypothesis 5: Kidnappings will receive increased media coverage as the duration of
captivity increases.
Hypothesis 6: Kidnappings with a visual “proof of life” will receive more media coverage
than kidnappings without visual evidence.

Last, there are actors beyond the media who can play a central role in promoting or
preventing media coverage of a kidnapping. While some kidnapers seek attention,
others do what they can to keep the violence under the radar. Families, employers, and
private hostage negotiators may seek a media blackout during the kidnapping, in an
effort to keep demands low.52 Acknowledging that perpetrators and targets behave strategically, I make two methodological choices that allow me to isolate the role of the
media’s framing in kidnapping coverage. I discuss these choices and the research
design below.

Materials and Methods
This study examines a “most likely case” for media coverage to determine which aspects
of international violence receive the greatest attention. First, I limit the analysis to international kidnappings, a form of violence demonstrably likely to attract media coverage.53 Second, this study is limited to American citizens—the group of victims most
likely to generate attention in the U.S. media.54 Beyond journalists, aid workers,
employees of multinational corporations, and tourists, this group also includes the U.S.
government personnel, such as diplomats, contractors, and members of the U.S. military
abroad. I control for whether or not the perpetrator has been officially designated by
the U.S. government as a terrorist group, which helps separate the story’s frame from
the perpetrator’s identity. Thus, when a kidnapping is committed by an FTO, but media
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coverage does not call the actor a “terrorist” or deem the act “terrorism,” these stories
lack a terrorism frame.
To test my hypotheses, I analyze an original dataset of all publicly reported instances of
Americans kidnapped outside of the United States from 2001 to 2015. I constructed this
dataset by gathering all publicly reported instances of American civilians captured around
the world since 9/11, including all kidnapping incidents with at least one American victim
from the Global Terrorism Database;55 all records of foreign kidnappings in country
warnings from the U.S. Department of State; all kidnappings reported by the Committee
to Protect Journalists;56 and every mention of an American kidnapping reported in the
U.S. Newsstream Database during that time frame.57 Thus, kidnappings need not be
reported in a newspaper to enter my dataset, but they must be identified publicly in one
of the other sources. I have compared my dataset to two recent data projects on international kidnapping: the 2015 “Held Hostage: Analyses of Kidnapping Across Time and
Among Jihadist Organizations” report by the Combatting Terrorism Center at West
Point58 and the 2017 “To Pay Ransom or Not to Pay Ransom? An Examination of
Western Hostage Policies” from the New America Foundation,59 both of which claim but
fail to possess the full public set of Americans kidnapped abroad. I have included eight
cases from these data projects that were not otherwise publicly available in my searches.60
Despite drawing from all of these sources, the resulting dataset is not a complete or
representative sample of all international kidnappings during this period. Far more kidnappings occur than are reported, and many are included only as government statistics.
For example, a 2015 State Department travel warning for Mexico reports that there
were more than 130 kidnappings of U.S. citizens between January and November of
2014;61 this dataset only includes three in that same period. Without any accompanying
details—including dates of captivity or identity of the hostage or perpetrator—I do not
include these statistics in my analysis. As a non-representative sample of international
kidnappings, this article instead offers an argument about the significant variation
among those stories that have been made public in some fashion. This is one way that I
address the role of hostage stakeholders in affecting media coverage: If a kidnapping is
never reported, due to the preferences of perpetrator or victim to keep the incident private, the kidnapping does not make it into my dataset at all.
Each observation in the data is equivalent to a single kidnapping victim, and includes
(when available): the date and country of the abduction; the number of American and
total hostages taken together; the victim’s name, age, race, sex, and profession (as
reported by the media); the outcome of the kidnapping (released, escaped, killed, missing),
the date of the outcome, total days in captivity, and whether there is any visual “proof of
life”; the perpetrating group’s name, whether the perpetrator is a U.S.-designated Foreign
Terrorist Organization, and whether the perpetrator is Muslim.62 This information was
coded using information from news coverage about the hostage, filling in as much as I
could find about each case. The minimum requirements for including a case were identifying the dates and country of captivity. This ensures that I did not include duplicates and
could reasonably conduct a search for media coverage. More information about this process is available in the article’s online appendix.
Each observation also contains information about the media coverage of the event,
including: the total number of stories per hostage,63 total number of stories per
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Variable
Dependent Variables
Total U.S. Newsstream Stories, Hostage (N ¼ 208)
Total U.S. Newsstream Stories, Incident (N ¼ 140)
Independent Variables
Total Hostages Kidnapped (N ¼ 208)
American Hostages (N ¼ 208)
Age at Kidnapping (N ¼ 122)
Female Hostage
Nonwhite Hostage
Journalist Hostage
Days in Captivity (N ¼ 205)
Perpetrator FTO
Perpetrator Muslim
Ransom Demand
Raid/Rescue Attempt
Reported in NYT
Proof of Life
Total “Terrorism” Stories (N ¼ 208)
Ratio “Terrorism” Stories (N ¼ 208)

Frequency

Mean (SD)

Median

Range

–
–

126.79 (307.68)
156.31 (350.37)

19.50
24.50

0–2,826
0–2,826

–
–
–
12.98% (N ¼ 27)
17.79% (N ¼ 37)
15.87% (N ¼ 33)
–
30.29% (N ¼ 63)
59.13% (N ¼ 123)
29.81% (N ¼ 62)
15.38% (N ¼ 32)
45.19% (N ¼ 94)
10.58% (N ¼ 22)

11.01 (28.45)
2.40 (2.15)
40.21 (14.41)
–
–
–
559.92 (1180.91)
–
–
–
–
–
–
55.95 (176.80)
0.15 (.24)

2
1.5
39
–
–
–
11
–
–
–
–
–
–
0
0

1–132
1–10
14–71
–
–
–
0–4,4466
–
–
–
–
–
–
0–1,805
0–.90

–

incident64 (if there is more than one hostage per attack), the number and proportion of
news stories that frame the act as terror, whether the first published story frames the
act as terror, and whether the U.S. government stated that the act was terror. For these
variables, I used the U.S. Newsstream database to count the number of newspaper stories about each hostage incident. Each search followed the formula: [(victim name/
employer) AND (country of kidnapping) AND (hostage OR kidnap OR abduct)]
and limited the search to the years of the individual’s captivity.65 This means that I
have also included stories written about hostages after they are released (or killed), as
long as these stories fall within one year of the end of captivity. This is the second way
that I address the preferences of hostage stakeholders: On occasion, stories about a kidnapping come out only after captivity has ended. In this way, I am able to capture
media attention to victims whose families or employers kept the captivity secret during
the ordeal, but shared with the press later. I only included newspapers and wire services.
Table 1 provides descriptive statistics of the variables.
Americans were kidnapped in 29 countries in every region of the world. One of the
most dramatic sources of variation across cases is the duration of captivity, ranging
from several hours to more than 13 years.66 The mean kidnapping duration was
560 days, about a year and a half in captivity, while the median was 11 days. A significant majority, 120 hostages (or more than 57%) were released; 20% were killed in captivity; and 12 escaped. Thirty-one hostages, nearly 15% of all cases, were missing or of
unknown status at the dataset’s close at the end of 2015.
Dependent Variables
This study’s dependent variable is the number (count) of news stories published about a
kidnapping victim or incident, measured as individual newspaper and wire service hits
in the U.S. Newsstream database. To ensure that all search hits were relevant stories, I
manually checked each story to determine whether or not it should be included.
Identical stories in separate media markets were counted separately, whereas identical
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stories in intra-city versions of the same paper (“Metro” versus “All Editions”) were
not. I exclude letters to the editor.
As depicted in Table 1, the dependent variable ranges from no news stories to 2,826
individual stories regarding Daniel Pearl, kidnapped and killed in Pakistan in 2002. The
data is highly right-skewed: 37 of the hostages had no news stories written about them,
and 50% of the victims had 19 or fewer stories written, while the mean was 127 stories.

Independent Variables
The central explanatory variable in this study is the use of terrorism framing in the
media coverage of kidnappings. I test H1 in several ways. First, I account for terrorism
framing in the text of the kidnapping coverage, with a simple binary measure:
Kidnappings that are framed as “terrorism” in any coverage are coded 1, and all other
cases, 0. Second, because individual kidnapping incidents are not uniformly framed
across news stories and outlets—the kidnapping may be called “terrorism” in some
articles but not in others—I measure the proportion of total stories about each victim
describing the act as “terrorism,” labeling the perpetrator a “terrorist,” or referring to
“counterterrorism” strategy against the perpetrator. For example, a kidnapping referred
to as “terrorism” in 75 of 100 stories written would be coded 0.75, and a kidnapping
never labeled “terrorist” in any stories would be coded 0.0. This is a better measure
than a simple count of terror-related stories, as a higher count of terror stories would
necessarily be highly correlated with a higher expected number of stories overall. Still, I
take two other measures related to terrorism framing of the story as a robustness check:
I code for whether there is any mention of terrorism in an official U.S. government
statement or any mention of terrorism in the very first story published on
each incident.67
The second independent variable of interest is the number of hostages per attack. H2
predicts an inverse relationship between the number of hostages per incident and the
amount of media coverage, despite conventional wisdom that more violence generates
more attention. I take two measures for each incident: the total number of victims of
any nationality per incident, and the total American victims per incident, which are
both reported in news stories and GTD incident reports.
To test H3—H6, I include characteristics of the victims and the violence committed.
Each hostage is coded as male or female and whether press reports them as white or
nonwhite, to explore the power of MWWS.68 I code a binary variable indicating
whether the victim is a journalist. I also include a variable that indicates whether the
hostage was a tourist, as we might expect the kidnapping of tourists to be more sensational and newsworthy. As a proxy for highly evocative violence, I code whether the
news coverage mentions any visual evidence of the kidnapping, including videos, photographs, or in dramatic cases, sending victims’ body parts to the target. For example,
American contractors John Roy Young, Josh Munns, Jonathon Cote, and Paul Reuben
were kidnapped in Iraq in 2006, and the kidnapers sent the men’s amputated fingers to
their employers as a gruesome “proof of life.” I also measure the number of days the
hostage was in captivity.
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Finally, I measure and control for other variables that might affect the newsworthiness of a particular kidnapping incident.69 We might expect kidnappings perpetrated by
groups on Americans’ radar to receive more attention. Thus, I indicate and control for
whether the perpetrator is an FTO. My central hypothesis is that terrorism framing is a
more important determinant of coverage than whether or not the group or act might
meet the government’s definition of terrorist. Thus, controlling for FTO status sets a
high bar for the significance of framing, as it separates the official U.S. stance about the
perpetrator from how the incident is described. Notably, the FTO variable has only a
33.91% correlation with “terror” framing, meaning that the majority of reported kidnappings perpetrated by FTOs are not described as “terrorism” in the news. As prior studies have suggested that attacks perpetrated by Muslims receive more coverage, I also
control for whether the perpetrator is identified as Muslim. This variable is only 38%
correlated with terrorism framing, and 31% correlated with the FTO measure. Last, I
account for whether the kidnapping took place in the Middle East or Latin America,
regions where geopolitical interest and conflict (Middle East) and proximity (Latin
America) might affect the amount of coverage a kidnapping receives.
Method
To estimate the effects of these variables on newspaper coverage, I employ an event count
model. This is fitting, because the outcome of interest (the number of news stories published) is strictly positive, bounded at zero, and non-continuous. The most appropriate
estimator is the zero-inflated negative binomial (ZINB) model for two reasons. First, the
conditional variance of the dependent variable is overdispersed, far exceeding the conditional mean. Second, the data contains an excess number of zeros, of two theoretically
distinct types: a count of zero for stories that are deliberately not covered, and a count of
zero for kidnappings that are never shared with the media. The ZINB model accounts for
both of these zero types. All models are estimated using robust standard errors.

Results
The results provide substantial support for the effect of framing on the amount of
media coverage of kidnappings. Table 2 presents the results from the zero-inflated negative binomial model, which lends significant empirical support for the argument that
“terrorism” is frequently, and perhaps over-, reported.
Model 1 simply measures the relationship between the binary terrorism frame and
resulting newspaper stories. Model 2 then tests the two central independent variables—
the proportion of stories framed as terrorism, and the total number of hostages kidnapped together per incident. Model 3 adds in the control for whether the perpetrator
is an FTO. Next, I test H3 and H4—whether coverage is affected by the victim’s race,
sex, and profession—in models using the total number of hostages (model 4) and number of American hostages (model 5). Last, models 6 and 7 test the effects of perceived
violence on media attention to kidnappings, and add a control for whether the perpetrator was identified as Muslim. Across all ZINB models, the inflation factors are those
variables most expected to affect the likelihood of certain zero counts for newspaper
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Table 2. News coverage by individual victims (N ¼ 208).
Terrorism framing

Model 1
2.882
(0.202)

Proportion terrorism stories
Total hostages

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

5.932
(0.486)
0.022
(0.003)

4.853
(0.742)
0.022
(0.004)
0.781
(0.308)

4.747
(0.699)
0.020
(0.003)
0.702
(0.333)
0.362
(0.393)
0.189
(0.305)
0.370
(0.298)

FTO perpetrator
White, female victim
Journalist victim
Tourist victim
Total U.S. Hostages

Model 5
4.164
(0.667)
0.759
(0.334)
0.421
(0.380)
0.170
(0.296)
0.167
(0.308)
0.212
(0.055)

Time in captivity
Muslim perpetrator
Proof of life/ video
Middle East/ North Africa
Latin America
_cons
Inflate
terroris_frame
Identified victim
Terrorism frame/ ratio
_cons
/
lnalpha
N

0.153
(0.224)
0.100
(0.279)
2.944
(0.164)

0.118
(0.308)
0.565
(0.318)
3.701
(0.243)

0.039
(0.338)
0.879
(0.300)
3.652
(0.267)

0.140
(0.311)
0.812
(0.303)
3.676
(0.311)

0.160
(0.312)
0.849
(0.314)
4.021
(0.368)

Model 6
2.804
(0.800)
0.008
(0.004)
0.672
(0.356)
0.277
(0.286)
0.075
(0.277)
0.768
(0.296)
0.000
(0.000)
1.744
(0.447)
0.803
(0.350)
0.977
(0.371)
0.237
(0.336)
2.880
(0.163)

Model 7
2.434
(0.710)
0.716
(0.358)
0.292
(0.274)
0.069
(0.273)
0.725
(0.292)
0.078
(0.048)
0.000
(0.000)
1.806
(0.420)
0.897
(0.319)
1.042
(0.351)
0.239
(0.337)
2.988
(0.211)

2.781
2.580 2.528 2.423 2.425 2.215 2.220
(0.924)
(0.727)
(0.673)
(0.616)
(0.622)
(0.557)
(0.559)
20.598 483.091 549.316 502.465 498.082 527.176 518.805
(0.509)
(30.484)
(30.173)
(28.110)
(28.156)
(27.087)
(26.977)
0.058
0.034
0.068
0.075
0.058
0.018
0.018
(0.318)
(0.314)
(0.307)
(0.306)
(0.310)
(0.306)
(0.306)
0.277
(0.106)
208

0.386
(0.132)
208

0.325
(0.149)
208

0.289
(0.136)
208

0.328
(0.125)
208

0.104
(0.113)
205

0.112
(0.111)
205

Standard errors in parentheses.
p < 0.05; p < 0.01; p < 0.001.

stories. In this case, I have included the proportion of terrorism stories and a binary
variable indicating whether the victim is publicly identified by name. All models also
include a binary variable indicating if the attack took place in the Middle East or Latin
America. The online appendix includes models examining these effects across kidnapping incidents (N ¼ 140), rather than across individual victims (N ¼ 208), with similar results.
All else equal in a given kidnapping case, describing the act as terrorism or the perpetrator as a terrorist is associated with a much greater number of newspaper stories.
Across all seven models, there is a strong, positive, and statistically significant relationship of terrorism framing with the number of stories written. For each additional percent of coverage framing the kidnapping as terrorism, there are two to six more
newspaper stories published about the victim. Moreover, as predicted by the collapse of
compassion (H2), the number of hostages in a given kidnapping incident has a negative,
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substantive, and statistically significant relationship to the number of news stories about
any individual victim. Specifically, for every additional hostage of any nationality per
attack, we can expect between one and two fewer stories written; for every additional
American hostage, we can expect between eight and 21 fewer newspaper stories. This
reflects meaningful variation in the data: Jim Foley was the subject of 1,375 newspaper
stories; Peter Kassig, killed with hundreds of Syrians, was the subject of 216.70
While the central explanatory variables remain statistically significant across all
models, there is no indication that there is more coverage of white, female hostages,
nor do journalists receive more coverage than other types of victims.71 Though we
might expect the kidnapping of tourists to receive more coverage, there is actually a
negative and statistically significant effect on coverage for those victims. While nonwhite hostages (dual citizens, immigrants, and minorities) do not receive a statistically
significant reduction in coverage compared to white hostages, there is some striking
variation within hostage-taking incidents. For example, two of the three Americans
kidnapped by Abu Sayyaf at the Dos Palmas resort in the Philippines were killed by
their captors; but while Martin Burnham, a white missionary, was the subject of 1,384
news stories, Peruvian-American businessman Guillermo Sobero was the subject of
only 495. Contractors Scott Darden and Haisam Farran were kidnapped together in
Yemen in 2015; there were 34 stories published about Darden, and only 20 about his
Lebanese-American colleague.
As models 6 and 7 show, there is no evidence that the duration of captivity has any
effect on the number of newspaper stories written about a kidnapping, though visual
evidence from a kidnapping has a positive and statistically significant effect on coverage.
There is also a positive, slightly statistically significant effect of the FTO status of the
perpetrator, and strong positive effects for Muslim perpetrators, supporting past findings that the media are more likely to report on violence committed by Muslims. There
are mixed results regarding the region of the attack: The full models (6 and 7) predict a
significant decrease in coverage for kidnappings in the Middle East and North Africa.
Thus, supporting several hypotheses, we see the most coverage about single, named victims, kidnapped by Muslim FTOs, in kidnappings framed as “terrorism.”
With strong support for the central hypotheses, I examine the conditional effects of
terrorism framing, by the number of American hostages per attack. Figure 1 illustrates
the strong support for these two hypotheses clearly, as well as their important moderating effect: With all other variables held at their means, there are significantly more stories written about kidnappings labeled “terrorism” than those without such framing.
This effect is moderated as the incident’s number of hostages increases. In a terrorist
kidnapping, we should expect around 125 more stories about a single hostage than a
hostage kidnapped in a group of ten. A similar figure in the online appendix shows that
this effect is even larger across the total number of hostages of all nationalities
per attack.
To visualize the effects of all of these variables together, Figure 2 shows the average
marginal effects of 11 variables on news coverage. Measuring the marginal effect of
each variable with all other variables held at their means, this figure shows the substantive and statistically significant positive effect of terrorism framing on newspaper coverage. The perpetrator’s FTO status and identity as Muslim are also significant, while the
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Figure 1. Conditional effects of terrorism framing on news coverage of foreign kidnapings.

Figure 2. Average marginal effects on media coverage.

victim’s status as a white woman or journalist are not. Hostages kidnapped while on
vacation receive less—not more—media coverage, and there are more newspaper stories
written about kidnappings with a visual “proof of life.”

Discussion
This investigation provides strong empirical support for the conventionally familiar but
seldom-tested—and difficult to isolate—notion that terrorism receives disproportionate
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media attention. As hypothesized, framing a kidnapping as a terrorist act—regardless of
the victim, perpetrator, or level of violence—is associated with a significant increase in
the number of resulting newspaper stories. Perhaps more surprising is the results’ support for the “collapse of compassion” hypothesis, contrary to past studies’ findings and
a popular assumption that more victims generate more media attention. The newspaper
coverage following a kidnapping instead epitomizes the notion that a named, individual
victim draws sympathy from a domestic audience, whose interest in a foreign conflict
may be heightened by intimate details about an American detained abroad.
Those kidnappings with the most news coverage may be well known to Americans,
but they do not represent the modal kidnapping threat. For instance, there were at least
500 newspaper stories each for James Foley, Steven Sotloff, and Kayla Mueller—the
individual victims of ISIS, a Muslim FTO. Other familiar cases include Wall Street
Journal writer Daniel Pearl, kidnapped and killed in Pakistan in 2002; Captain Richard
Phillips, taken hostage by pirates off the coast of Somalia (and later played by Tom
Hanks); and Sgt. Bowe Bergdahl, the U.S. soldier abducted by the Haqqani network
when he abandoned his military post. From news coverage alone, Americans would not
guess that most kidnapped Americans are taken in Mexico and Nigeria for ransom.
These questions—of audience sympathy and perceived risk of kidnapping danger—
may offer some clues about the counterintuitive finding that kidnapped tourists receive
so much less media coverage than hostages captured while at work. On the one hand,
we might expect that the media would be more likely to publish stories of kidnapped
tourists, whose abductions might feel like an aberration. On the other hand, tourists
may actually be less sympathetic victims. As coauthor Lauren Prather and I show in the
results of a nationally representative survey experiment of the American public,
respondents are less supportive of U.S. military rescue missions to recover kidnapped
tourists than missions to recover journalists or military hostages. This effect is exacerbated when respondents are told that hostages came to dangerous locations on their
own volition, rather than under professional orders.72 This is an example of the
“deservingness heuristic,” which suggests that the public’s judgments about how individuals came to be in need of assistance shape public opinion about the government’s obligation to offer assistance.73 In other words, the public’s perception of hostages’ personal
responsibility may be a central factor in sympathy. This may offer a preliminary explanation for why there are fewer stories about kidnapped tourists than about Americans
kidnapped at work, despite the fact that U.S. policy is agnostic regarding how a hostage
was initially captured.
As this surprising finding suggests, there are likely other important factors that affect
media coverage. For example, hostage rescue missions—particularly when they are notable or unsuccessful—receive substantial media coverage, despite being the option of
last resort for the U.S. government, and a statistically rare ending to an international
kidnapping.74 For example, American contractors Marc Gonsalves, Keith Stansell, and
Thomas Howes were kidnapped together by the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (FARC) when their helicopter crashed in the Andean jungle. They were held
captive for more than five years among a group of hostages that included Colombian
then-presidential candidate and French dual citizen, Ingrid Betancourt. Though the
FARC had long been designated an FTO, only about a third of all newspaper stories
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framed the kidnapping as terrorism. However, the incident received significant media
attention in 2008, when an epic undercover mission called “Operation Jacque” rescued
the three Americans and all remaining hostages. Failed or flawed missions also draw
media attention. We might not expect to read 82 newspaper stories about kidnapped
Indian-American aid worker Dilip Joseph, abducted with two coworkers in Afghanistan,
but for his rescue by Navy SEALs that left one SEAL dead. Excluding newspaper stories
that reference the slain SEAL, there are only five stories about this case.
One factor that does not seem to matter for kidnapping coverage is where the U.S.
government is concerned about kidnapping violence. In 2019, the State Department
released a new, explicit warning (“K” for kidnappings) to augment their travel warnings,
to designate where there is a heightened risk of Americans’ being kidnapped abroad. As
I show in the online appendix, there is no discernible connection for these new warnings to either places the State Department has previously warned about a kidnapping
threat, nor where Americans have been kidnapped since 2001. This bolsters my argument that newspaper stories about kidnappings are a function of media gatekeeping and
framing, rather than following U.S. government priorities.
Finally, as introduced above, there are cases that only receive attention in retrospect,
for reasons unrelated to the newsworthiness of the incident. Cases may be held from
the media for a time because the perpetrator does not publicize it; because the victim’s
family or employer chooses to keep quiet; or because law enforcement recommends or
insists on doing so. For example, when David Rohde, then-reporter for The New York
Times was kidnapped by the Taliban, the Times worked with other news agencies to
secure a media blackout until his release. While the story was made public as soon as
Rohde was safe, this illustrates just one way that kidnapping stories may be withheld.
Current New York Times South Asia bureau chief Jeffrey Gettleman was kidnapped in
Iraq in 2004, but he did not write about the ordeal until 2017, 13 years after he had
returned safely home.
For the purposes of this article, it is impossible to know how many such stories we are
missing. Not only do most kidnappings go unreported, but there are likely multiple sources of bias influencing which stories ever make the news—from perpetrator or victim
preferences, to the factors the media consider worthy of reporting. Since 2002, the United
States government has kept track of any American they know to have been kidnapped
overseas, but these names are not released to the public. Should this data ever become
publicly available, future work could test both what makes a story more likely to be initially reported, as well as how much coverage it receives once it has been made public.

Conclusion
During the global wave of embassy sieges and skyjackings of the 1960s and 1970s, armed
groups made explicit their desire for publicity, demanding publication of manifestos as a
prerequisite to talks.75 As hostage-in-place attacks have given way to surreptitious abductions, kidnapers no longer demand attention. Instead, attention is given freely through
media coverage of these attacks—particularly to the groups who want it most.
According to the leader of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) Nasser alWuhayshi, “Kidnapping hostages is an easy spoil, which I may describe as a profitable

STUDIES IN CONFLICT & TERRORISM

17

trade and a precious treasure.”76 Though al-Wuhayshi was referring to the benefit of
ransom payments, armed groups derive significant benefit from hostage taking, even if
they fail to make a trade for money or other concessions. The media attention given to
a group in the wake of a kidnapping is extremely valuable for hostile actors seeking to
advertise their intentions77 or attract potential recruits.78
Policymakers have long debated how to recover Americans kidnapped abroad. This
article contributes to that debate by exploring one facet of what might motivate the violence in the first place. If media attention is a central objective of kidnapers’ violence, it
cautions against American presidents’ posing for Oval Office or Rose Garden photo
opportunities with just-recovered American hostages, as attention from the White
House may be precisely what the kidnapers seek. If perpetrators seek media attention to
“assist their morale or their cause,” as Margaret Thatcher suggested, then framing kidnappings as terrorism provides the oxygen of publicity.
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