This paper will support the presentation delivered on the media’s influence on terrorism. Terrorism can be defined as a provocation of fear or violence that is used as an attempt to influence an aspect of society in pursuit of political or religious ideologies (Terrorism Act, 2000). Terrorists will target areas with significant meaning, ensuring that a large number of individuals will be affected. In addition to this, terrorist attacks have extensive media coverage which will instil fear on a broader perspective. To demonstrate the influence that the media has on terrorism and the public perception of it, the events of 9/11 will be discussed.

Firstly, it is important to discuss the attack that occurred on the 11th of September 2001. On this day, a group of Islamic extremists recruited by al-Qaeda hijacked four commercial flights resulting in 2,997 fatalities. Al-Qaeda is an organisation that was established with the goal of eliminating the opposition through acts of terrorism and enforcing strict regulations upon Muslims (9/11 Memorial and Museum, 2023). Of the four planes, two crashed into the Twin Towers, another into the Pentagon, and the final one in an abandoned field (National Commission on Terrorism Attacks Upon the United States, 2004). The events of 9/11 received extensive media coverage internationally, with individual outlets reporting the travesty from different perspectives. The role of the media is universal, it can be used to inform the public, implement deterrence strategies, or for propaganda purposes (Jetter, 2017). However, Benson (2011) suggests that media outlets will over-emphasise elements of an event like 9/11 to attract audiences and maximise profits. This can be further supported by the research of Li and Izard (2003), who concluded that all media outlets studied contained content that would be of interest to the public.

It is evident that the media can influence the public perception of terrorism. Following 9/11, there was an increase in the number of content published by the media portraying Muslims negatively, which contributed to a rise in Islamophobia and initiated a moral panic (Allen, 2014). Islamophobia is defined as the fear, discrimination, or prejudice against Islam or Muslims that is influenced by the media or other environments which result in hate crimes (Georgetown University, 2018).  The research of the Muslim Council of Britain (2024) discovered that media outlets typically associate the terms “terrorist”, “terror” and “terrorism” with “Islam and Muslim”. It is estimated that fifty-three percent of the British population believes that Islamic extremists pose the biggest terrorism threat (Smith, 2024). Despite this, evidence suggests that over forty-five percent of suspects arrested in relation to terrorism offences were assumptively white (Home Office, 2023, p.21). The disproportionate representation in the media has resulted in other forms of terrorism going unnoticed, as the increase in far-right terrorism has evidently occurred within recent years.

Social contagion theory suggests that reporting terrorist events encourages an increase in terrorist behaviour. The social contagion theory provides a framework for understanding how behaviours, actions, and ideologies are influenced by different environments (TheoryHub, 2024). Repeated demonstrations of terrorist attacks such as 9/11, can result in radicalisation, copycat attacks, and recruitment of terrorists. It is demonstrated through the research Nacos (2009) that those who can resonate with or are fascinated by terrorist organisations will adopt similar methods such as suicide attacks. White (2020) emphasises the importance of reducing the amount of terrorist content displayed by media outlets to prevent vulnerable individuals from being radicalised. It is estimated that thirteen percent of individuals arrested for terrorism-related offences in the year ending June 2021 were under the age of 18 (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2021). The use of this theory is essential for the development of effective counterterrorism strategies such as CONTEST. This initiative consists of four elements, which include prevent, pursue, protect, and prepare which main concept is to prevent vulnerable individuals from being radicalised (Secretary of State, 2018). However, research suggests that developments within the media and other technologies have reduced the effectiveness of counter-terrorism strategies as communication, planning, and recruitment are more accessible to terrorists (Ivanova, 2018). 

Furthermore, it has become apparent in recent years that terrorist organisations will utilise the media to demonstrate their incentive. Terrorists will target areas that are likely to receive extensive media coverage to instil fear from a broader perspective (Jařab, 2005). However, the media is also used to claim attacks. This can be demonstrated through the Manchester Arena Attack, where ISIS published a statement online condemning Abedi for his dedication to the organisation (Dearden, 2017). The appraisal was published in multiple languages, which suggests that their objective was to communicate with a large audience. 
To conclude, the extensive media coverage of terrorist attacks contributes to the continuing terrorism threats. It is essential that media outlets implement effective measures that ensure that terrorism is portrayed correctly and in moderation. In addition to this, there is an obvious requirement for media outlets to change the way they associate Muslims with terrorism. It is also evident upon research that the government needs to introduce effective strategies that will deter and monitor terrorism. However, it has become difficult to effectively online radicalisation as a result of advancements in technologies.
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