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Abstract: Two experimental studies investigated how news reports about terrorist attacks committed
by unidentified perpetrators influence beliefs about the perpetrators and Muslims in general.
In Study 1, a quota-based sample of 354 Germans was exposed to terror news coverage describing
either non-Muslim or Muslim victims with no reference to the perpetrators of the attacks.
Upon stimulus exposure, participants were asked the likelihood that the perpetrators were either
Islamist extremists, far-right extremists, or lone operators. In Study 2, no information about the victims
was provided, but the perpetrators were either Muslims or unidentified. In addition, we measured
news consumers’ Islamophobic attitudes in both studies. Results from Study 1 revealed that
participants attributed perpetrator-unidentified attacks to Islamist perpetrators when the victims were
non-Muslims. In contrast, terrorist attacks directed against Muslim victims were more likely to be
attributed to far-right extremists. Additionally, Study 2 revealed that news consumers associated
perpetrator-unidentified terrorist attacks with Islamist extremists to an equal degree as terrorist
attacks that were committed by Muslim perpetrators. Attributing the attack to Islamists was in turn
significantly related to Islamophobic attitudes in both studies. Implications of these findings for
journalism practice and society at large are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Terrorist activities in Western societies are dominating the media landscape worldwide.
The intensive media coverage about terrorist attacks committed by radical Islamist terrorists has
raised concerns about unwanted and negative effects on intergroup relations between Muslims
and non-Muslim majority members in Western societies. The news media’s role in perpetuating
stereotypes and prejudice is indisputable, as the media are one of the most important sources for
many news consumers to learn about minority groups (Saleem and Anderson 2013; Saleem et al. 2016).
More specifically, empirical research has repeatedly demonstrated that exposure to news reports that
link terrorism to Islam may promote negative attitudes toward Muslims (e.g., Saleem et al. 2017;
Von Sikorski et al. 2017, 2018).

Although the existing literature lacks a uniform definition of terrorism, terrorist acts have been
defined by key criteria such as (a) the use of violence; (b) the intention to generate fear; and (c)
the aim to influence citizens’ political beliefs (Moghaddam and Marsella 2004; see also Nacos 2016).
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Terrorist attacks may be committed by a variety of different actors and organizations, including
right-wing and left-wing political groups, nationalist groups, religious groups, revolutionaries, or lone
operators (Global Terrorism Index 2017). In particular, news coverage of terrorist attacks committed by
so-called radical Islamist terrorists has received vast research attention (e.g., Chuang and Roemer 2013;
Ibrahim 2010; Mahony 2010; Hussain 2007; Powell 2011, 2018; Woods 2007). Islamism is described
as a set of ideologies that are supposed to guide an individual’s social as well as political life
(Berman 2003). Extreme proponents of this ideology perceive political, economic, legal, and social
aspects of other cultures to be incompatible with Islam (Eikmeier 2007). This form of Islamic
fundamentalism and its demand for a strict adherence to particular religious views (Marsden 2006)
may be clearly separated from moderate, respectively, modern forms of interpretation of Islam.
Additionally, it is important to note that the term Islamism by itself refers “generally to a whole
constellation of political movements and actors world-wide, only a tiny highly radical subset of which
engage in acts of violence” (Piazza 2009, p. 64). Islamist terrorists claim to commit terrorist attacks in
the name of Islam, which has stimulated controversial public discussions about the connection of Islam
to terrorism in the past. The news media play a powerful role in shaping discussions about terrorism
and Islam (Powell 2018). Although some studies show that the media avoid associating Muslims and
Islamic organizations to terrorism (see Woods 2007), a wealth of research identifies a tendency to link
Islam in general to terrorist threat (e.g., Ibrahim 2010; Powell 2011, 2018). In particular, after 9/11 and
more recently in the context of the Islamic State (IS), Islam religion has been repeatedly associated
with terrorism, extremism, or jihadism within the news (Ahmed and Matthes 2017; Mahony 2010;
Satti 2015). As a consequence, non-Muslim news consumers may develop mental images of Muslim
perpetrators as unfamiliar threatening characters, and non-Muslim terrorism victims as good, heroic
familiar characters (Dixon 2007; see also Powell 2018). Those mental images may have detrimental
effects on news consumers’ attitudes toward Muslims, as prior research indicates that the cognitive
association between social groups (e.g., Muslims) and social roles (e.g., terrorism) can be activated and
reinforced through media consumption (Arendt 2015; Dixon 2007).

Yet, to date it remains completely unexplored how news reports about terrorist attacks that
do not give any information about the perpetrators’ identity (i.e., unidentified perpetrators) affect
news consumers’ perpetrator evaluations and attitudinal responses. Especially at an early stage of a
terrorist attack, news reports often do not disclose any information about the perpetrator. However,
priming research suggests that news consumers may nevertheless form beliefs about the perpetrator
based on associations learned from prior news exposure (Devine 1989; Dixon 2007). As Muslims
are highly overrepresented as perpetrators in terrorism news compared to other perpetrator groups,
such as far-right fundamentalists (Dixon and Williams 2015), perpetrator-unidentified news reports
may nevertheless contribute to negative attitudes toward Muslims as a social group. The underlying
mechanism of that effect might be the automatic attribution of the attack to Islamist extremists.
However, no research thus far has investigated the effects of perpetrator-unidentified news reports
in the context of terrorism. Additionally, important influence factors, such as information about the
victims, may shape those effects. More specifically, the content of terror news articles may direct news
consumers’ attention to specific aspects of the attack, such as characteristics of the victims, which should
influence subsequent perceptions about the perpetrator. Accordingly, the aim of the present research
was threefold: First, we investigated how perpetrator evaluations vary as a function of the victims’
religious group (i.e., non-Muslims versus Muslims). Second, we examined how perpetrator evaluations
differ in response to perpetrator-unidentified terrorist attacks and terrorist attacks committed by
Muslim perpetrators. Third, we aimed to shed some light on the implications of perpetrator perceptions
for Islamophobic attitudes. Especially, when terrorists are assumed to be Islamist fundamentalists,
these assumptions might affect individuals’ attitudes toward Muslims and Islam in general.



Religions 2018, 9, 286 3 of 16

2. Automatic Activation of Perpetrator Perceptions

Literature on priming and chronic activation suggests that categorizing individuals as part of
stigmatized social groups leads to the activation of constructs that automatically link group
members with various stereotypical traits (Dixon 2007; Higgins 2000; Eagly and Chaiken 1993;
Livingston 2001). That recently activated information about a group subsequently influences
judgment formation of group-related stimuli. This process is called priming (Higgins 2000).
Regular exposure to media portrayals that emphasize positive attributes of the “good” in-group
and negative attributes of the “bad” out-group may contribute to the development of stereotypical
memory traces, which easily can be reactivated by subsequent exposure (e.g., Mendelberg 2001;
Valentino et al. 2002). In the context of terrorism, numerous studies suggest that news media may
perpetuate negative attitudes toward Muslims by frequently associating terrorism with Muslims or
Islam (Saleem et al. 2016, 2017; Von Sikorski et al. 2017, 2018). However, less research has been devoted to
the question how terrorism news that do not give any information about the perpetrator of an attack
influence individuals’ attitudes toward Muslims. Especially, at an early stage of a terrorist attack,
news outlets often do not mention specific characteristics about the perpetrator (such as nationality,
religion, or motives) due to the lack of confirmed information by official authorities. Powell (2011, 2018)
investigated patterns of news coverage in the aftermath of a terrorist attack. She found that a terrorist
event is labelled as “terrorism” in a first step. In a second step, information about the victims is given
and in a third step, terrorists are labelled as Muslims or non-Muslims (see Powell 2018).

Yet, given the overrepresentation of perpetrators who self-identify as Muslims in the news
(Dixon and Williams 2015), the mere exposure to terrorism news is likely to activate thoughts about a
particular group of perpetrators that has frequently been portrayed in the news: Islamist terrorists
(Price and Tewksbury 1997; Dixon 2007). That is, although a terrorist perpetrator remains unidentified,
simple exposure to the construct of terrorism may enhance the automatic attribution of the attack to
Islamist fundamentalists who self-identify as Muslims. In support of that assumption, a study by
Dixon (2007) revealed that news viewers exposed to a race-unidentified suspect expressed a high
likelihood that the perpetrator was African American. Additionally, heavy news viewers were
more likely than light news viewers to misremember an unidentified perpetrator as a Black
perpetrator (see also Dixon 2006). Extrapolating that finding to terrorism news, it might be assumed
that exposure to terrorism news fosters the chronic activation of stereotypes linking minority
groups to negative attributes, such as lawbreaking or terrorism. That is, when presented with
unidentified terrorist suspects, news consumers might use multiple exemplars from prior news
viewing to “fill-in-the blank” with stereotypical associations when making relevant judgments
(Dixon 2007). Information about the victims in news reports may provide a heuristic for news
consumers when making their judgment about the perpetrator. According to self-categorization theory
(Turner et al. 1987), the way in which individuals perceive other people is rather flexible. News media
portrayals may enhance the salience of certain identity aspects by highlighting some aspects and
ignoring others (Major and O’Brien 2005). Following from that view, the content of terror news articles
will direct viewers’ attention to specific aspects of the victims of the attack, which should influence
subsequent perceptions about the perpetrator.

We therefore suggested that non-Muslim news consumers exposed to perpetrator-unidentified
terrorism news reports should be more likely to assume that the perpetrators were Islamists when the
victims of the attack are non-Muslims rather than Muslims. Thus, our first hypothesis states:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). News consumers exposed to news reports about terrorist attacks are more likely to
automatically attribute the attacks to Islamist perpetrators when the news reports mention non-Muslim victims
rather than Muslim victims.

Numerous studies indicate that Muslims are often heavily misrepresented in the media by
being associated with negative attributes, such as terrorism or extremism (Dixon and Williams 2015;
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Powell 2018). However, less research has been devoted to the portrayal of Muslims as victims of
terrorist attacks. With a few exceptions, victims of terrorism are mainly portrayed as non-Muslims.
However, the threat of terrorist attacks has also increasingly become salient for Muslim citizens in
Western societies. The repeated association of terrorism with Islam has triggered an increase of revenge
attacks against Muslims in the U.S. as well as in Europe (The Guardian 2017). The Quebec mosque
shooting in 2017, which left six Muslims dead and injured 19 others, is one example for a terrorist
attack that was purposefully directed against Muslims. Furthermore, one person was killed and
several injured when a van drove into pedestrians at a mosque in London. Witnesses quoted the driver
as shouting, “I want to kill all Muslims” (The Independent 2017). Those attacks are often linked to
far-right extremists with nationalistic, anti-Muslim views. These so-called hate-crimes can be defined
as “terrorism”, as they are carried out in order to deliver a political message to a target population
and to create fear or terror (Powell 2018). Although news viewers are exposed to such attacks less
frequently, they may nevertheless have developed cognitive associations between terrorist attacks
directed against Muslims and far-right extremists. Thus, perpetrator-unidentified terrorism attacks
with Muslim victims may therefore be automatically attributed to perpetrators with a far-right ideology.
Hence, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). News consumers exposed to news reports about terrorist attacks are more likely to
automatically attribute the attacks to far-right extremist perpetrators when the news reports mention Muslim
victims rather than non-Muslim victims.

3. Terrorism News and Islamophobic Attitudes

Terrorism news may not only stimulate perpetrator evaluations; they may also affect news
consumers’ attitudes toward social groups. The repetitive reporting about terrorists who connect their
ideology to Islamic beliefs—thus misusing the Islamic religion for their inhuman aims—may seriously
affect news consumers’ attitudes toward Muslims in general. Besides rising levels of anxiety and
uncertainty in non-Muslim citizens in general, terrorism news may increase Islamophobia and negative
stereotypes toward (well-integrated) Muslim out-group members. There is first research evidence
suggesting that news reports prime the association of offensive attributes, such as aggressiveness
and terrorist tendencies, with Muslims in general (Saleem et al. 2017). Moreover, previous work
has suggested that negative stereotypes in response to news about Islamist terrorism are transferred
from a few Islamist extremists to Muslims in general (Von Sikorski et al. 2018). That effect can be
explained by a stereotype-generalization account postulating that news about Islamist terrorist threats
are likely to increase negative attitudes of Muslims in general because negative associations with one
exemplar (i.e., an Islamist terrorist) become generalized to all individuals considered to belong to
the same sociocultural group (Das et al. 2009). In-group individuals tend to perceive out-group
members to be more homogeneous than in-group members; this is a phenomenon called the out-group
homogeneity effect (Park and Rothbart 1982; Rothgerber 1997). Based on the idea of the out-group
homogeneity effect, it can be suggested that ingroup individuals—for example, non-Muslims in
Western societies—perceive out-group members—Muslims in those societies—as less variable than
in-group members and more similar to one another (Von Sikorski et al. 2018). Thus, for non-Muslim
news consumers, the categories of Islamist extremists and Muslims in general may overlap and
they may perceive all Muslims, including terrorists who misuse the Islamic religion, to be similar
(Hogg and Reid 2006). Therefore, we expected that news consumers who attribute terrorist attacks to
Islamist perpetrators may transfer the negative attributes associated with those perpetrators to Muslims
in general. As a consequence, they may hold more negative attitudes toward Muslims as a whole.
In line with that assumption, we expected that:
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Hypothesis 3 (H3). The automatic attribution of terrorist attacks to Islamist perpetrators will increase
Islamophobic attitudes.

In contrast, the automatic attribution of terrorist attacks to far-right extremists might even decrease
Islamophobic attitudes due to compassion or empathy with the Muslim victims. However, as no
research thus far has investigated how the attribution of terrorist attacks to far-right extremists is
associated with Islamophobic attitudes, we pose a research question asking:

Research Question (RQ). How is the automatic attribution of terrorist attacks to far-right extremist
perpetrators related to Islamophobic attitudes?

The full theoretical model including all hypotheses and the research question is depicted in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Hypothesized Theoretical Model.

4. Study 1

4.1. Method

In Study 1, we used a quota sample based on the demographic characteristics of the general
population in Germany. The experiment was part of a larger online survey conducted by Survey
Sampling International (SSI) in July 2017 to August 2017. In total, 380 participants were randomly
assigned to the current study. In total, 24 participants with very low (below 5 min) or very high (above
60 min) response times were excluded. Additionally, respondents with Islam religious denomination
(N = 2) were excluded, which resulted in a final sample of 354 participants (53% female; Mage = 48.20,
SD = 15.42; ranging from 16 to 69 years old; 2.9% no school degree, 29.7% compulsory school; 34.7%
vocational school degree, 18% with a high school degree; 14.7% with an academic degree).

4.1.1. Experimental Procedure

We employed a between-subjects design by systematically varying the victims’ religious group
(Muslim versus non-Muslim). We randomly assigned participants to the two experimental groups:
news about terrorist attacks with non-Muslim victims (n = 175) and news about terrorist attacks
with Muslim victims (n = 179). A second experimental factor was removed from the design due to
insignificant effects and irrelevance for the research interest of the current study. After giving
their informed consent to participate, participants were exposed to two different news articles
about terrorism. Participants had to spend at least 20 s reading each news article before they
could continue to the next article. This procedure prevented participants from clicking through
the survey without reading the articles. Upon stimulus exposure, participants responded to a
computer-administered survey, which first included the assumed mediators followed by the dependent
variable. After completion, we thanked and debriefed participants. A randomization check revealed
no significant effects of experimental condition on gender, age, education, immigration background,
political predisposition, religious denomination, frequency of contact with Muslims, and perceived
quality of contact with Muslims, indicating that randomization was successful.
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4.1.2. Stimulus Material

We exposed participants in all experimental groups to two news articles about different terrorist
events (see Appendix A). We used the original layout of two German online news outlets: Focus.de
and Welt.de. The first article portrayed a knife attack at a street festival in a small German town
(Halle an der Saale), mentioning that seven people were heavily injured. The article either emphasized
that all victims were Muslims or non-Muslims. The second news article described a shooting in Berlin
(Germany). In the version with Muslim victims, the attack took place in front of a mosque and left five
Muslims injured. In an otherwise identical version with non-Muslim victims, the shooting occurred
in front of a church and no Muslim victims were mentioned. Both articles labelled the attacks as
“terrorist attacks” and provided no details on the terrorists’ motives or identities. That is, we only
varied the victims’ religion, while the perpetrators’ identity (unidentified) was held constant across all
experimental conditions.

4.1.3. Pretest of Stimulus Material

We conducted a pretest among a student sample (N = 43, 74% female, Mage = 26.28, SD = 9.03).
Participants could correctly indicate whether the victims were Muslims, F(1, 41) = 210.80, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.84, or non-Muslims, F(1, 41) = 265.94, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.87. Finally, the news articles’ perceived
credibility did not differ significantly across the experimental conditions, F(1, 41) = 0.65, p = 0.42,
η2 = 0.02.

4.1.4. Manipulation Check

We examined the effectiveness of our religious group salience manipulation by asking participants
about the portrayed victims’ religion. Participants indicated to a higher degree that the terrorist act
targeted Muslims under the Muslim victim conditions compared to the non-Muslim victim conditions,
F(1, 352) = 313.54, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.47, and that the terrorist act targeted non-Muslims under the
non-Muslim compared to the Muslim victim conditions, F(1, 352) = 179.34, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.34. Thus,
the results revealed a successful manipulation.

4.1.5. Measures

To assess perpetrator perceptions, we asked participants who they thought was responsible
for the terrorist attacks. Participants could indicate whether they perceived the terrorists as
(1) Islamist extremists (e.g., members of the Islamic state); (2) far-right radical extremists (e.g., so-called
“Reichsbürger”); (3) lone operators, which do not belong to any organization; or (4) others.
To assess Islamophobic attitudes, we developed five items based on scales by Lee et al. (2009) and
Park et al. (2007) (“The religion of Islam supports acts of violence; Islam is a religion of hate; I believe
that Muslims support the killings of all non-Muslims; Too many Muslims harm Germany; The share of
Muslims in Germany is too high; 7-point Likert scale; Cronbach’s α = 0.95, M = 4.13, SD = 1.94).

4.1.6. Data Analysis

We used the software R. We computed a dummy variable for the independent variable victim
religion (with Muslim religion as reference category). For perpetrator perceptions, we created
two dummy variables, one for perceptions of the perpetrator as an Islamist extremist and one for
perceptions of the perpetrator as a far-right extremist. Perceptions of the terrorist as a lone operator or
another terrorist not belonging to an organization served as reference category. These two dummy
variables were modelled as mediators of the effects of terror news coverage exposure on the dependent
variable Islamophobic attitudes. To test the effects of the independent variable on the mediators
we used logistic regression analyses as the mediators are dichotomous. To assess the effects of the
independent variable and the mediators on Islamophobia, linear regression analyses were computed.
To assess the indirect effects of the independent variable on the dependent variable via the mediators,
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we used the mediation package in R with 10,000 simulations for statistical inference of indirect effects
(Imai et al. 2010; Tingley et al. 2014).

4.2. Results

4.2.1. Descriptives

Overall, the majority of participants assumed that the perpetrators were Islamist extremists
(42.9%); followed by lone operators, which do not belong to any extremist group (40.1%); far-right
extremists (14.7%); and other terrorists not belonging to any of those three groups (2.3%).

4.2.2. Multivariate Analyses

All findings are portrayed in Figure 2. In order to test our first hypothesis, we conducted a
binomial logistic regression analysis. Our results revealed that non-Muslim news consumers were
more likely to indicate that the unidentified perpetrators were Islamist perpetrators rather than lone
operators not belonging to any organization when the victims in the news articles were described
as non-Muslims compared to Muslims (b = 1.24, standard error (SE) = 0.23, p < 0.001). This finding
supports our first hypothesis (H1). However, news reports about terrorist attacks directed against
non-Muslim victims were significantly less likely to be attributed to far-right extreme perpetrators
than to lone operators compared to news reports describing Muslim victims (b = −2.30, SE = 0.45,
p < 0.001). Put differently, attacks directed against Muslim victims rather than non-Muslim victims
were more likely to be ascribed to far-right extremists, which confirms our second hypothesis (H2).

Furthermore, we tested whether perpetrator attributions would be related to Islamophobic
attitudes. In support of our third hypothesis (H3), we found that perceiving the perpetrators as
Islamists rather than as lone operators was significantly and positively related to Islamophobic attitudes
(b = 0.56, SE = 0.23, p = 0.014). In contrast, perceiving the perpetrators as far-right extremists rather
than as lone operators was not related to Islamophobic attitudes (b = 0.31, SE = 0.32, p = 0.331), which
answers our research question (RQ). There was no direct effect of news exposure on Islamophobic
attitudes (b = −0.04, SE = 0.22, p = 0.860).
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To investigate the indirect effect of exposure to the news articles on Islamophobic attitudes,
we estimated the indirect effect using quasi-Bayesian Monte Carlo simulation with 10,000 simulations.
As we are using a binary mediator, the coefficients represent the increase in probability for attributing
the attack to Islamists or far-right perpetrators (Tingley et al. 2014). Results revealed a significant
indirect effect of exposure to news articles describing the victims as non-Muslims rather than
Muslims on Islamophobic attitudes via the automatic attribution of the attack to Islamist perpetrators
(95% CIs [0.03; 0.33]). However, we found no significant indirect effect of news article exposure on
Islamophobia via the perception of the perpetrators as far-right extremists (95% CIs [−0.23; 0.07]).
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4.3. Discussion Study 1

In Study 1, we aimed to investigate whether varying the victims’ religious identity in news
articles about terrorism would have an impact on perpetrator evaluations. In doing so, we placed
our focus on the victims of terrorism and systematically varied the victims’ religious group
(Muslims versus non-Muslims). The perpetrators were held constant across all experimental conditions
by providing no details on the terrorists’ motives or identities in the news articles. In line with priming
theory, we found that unidentified terrorists are more likely to be perceived as Islamist extremists
when the victims of the attacks are non-Muslims. Thus, due to associations learned by multiple
exposure to social categories, such as Muslim perpetrators and non-Muslim victims, news consumers
seem to “fill in the blanks” when no perpetrator is mentioned (Dixon 2007). Additionally, we found that
attributing the attacks to Islamist perpetrators may enhance Islamophobic attitudes among non-Muslim
news consumers. When the attack is directed against Muslim victims, however, news consumers are
more likely to ascribe the attack to far-right extremists. There are several explanations for that finding.
On the one hand, news consumers may base their perpetrator evaluations on information learned by
prior news exposure. As attacks against Muslims have often been conducted by far-right extremists
in the past, individuals might have used that information when given the opportunity to evaluate
the perpetrator (Dixon 2007). Hence, when confronted with a difficult judgment (i.e., evaluating an
unidentified perpetrator), individuals relied on cognitive heuristics; that is, they relied on those
constructs that seemed most familiar (Dixon 2007). On the other hand, categories of Islamist extremists
and Muslims in general may overlap for non-Muslim news consumers. Therefore, the probability of
an attack directed against members of the same group might have seemed unlikely, which is why the
attacks were attributed to far-right extremists rather than to Islamists.

Furthermore, we found that attributing the attacks to far-right perpetrators was not associated
with Islamophobic attitudes. Thus, only when individuals perceived the terrorists as Islamists did
they react with more hostile attitudes toward Muslims in general. This effect can be explained by
the out-group homogeneity effect, which facilitates attitude transfer between group members of the
out-group (Ranganath and Nosek 2008). Thus, negative attributes associated with one exemplar
(i.e., Islamist extremists) may be transferred between potentially overlapping out-group categories.
Therefore, negative perpetrator perceptions associated with Islamists (i.e., potential overlap) but
not with far-right extremists (i.e., no overlap) were transferred to Muslims in general. Potential
implications of that finding will be discussed below.

Finally, an important limitation of this study needs to be mentioned. The main goal of Study
1 was to investigate how perpetrator perceptions are formed as a function of the victim’s religious
group. Yet, by providing information about the victims, the news reports might have automatically
stimulated suggestions about the perpetrators as well. In other words, although we did not provide
any information about the perpetrators of the attacks, mentioning the victims’ religious group might
have served as a cue for the perpetrators of the attack. Therefore, we conducted a second study using
a condition without any cues about the victims’ or perpetrators’ identity.

5. Study 2

Study 2 was designed to investigate more thoroughly whether perpetrator-unidentified
terrorist attacks are associated with Islamist terrorism in the absence of any cues to the victims’
identity (i.e., without mentioning the victims’ religious group). Specifically, we examined whether
perpetrator-unidentified terrorist attacks are equally associated with Islamist terrorism as terrorist
attacks committed by Muslim perpetrators. Based on the findings of Study 1 suggesting that
perpetrator-unidentified news articles are automatically attributed to Islamist extremists, we expected
no difference with regard to perpetrator perceptions in response to news articles mentioning
Muslim perpetrators or unidentified perpetrators. Put differently, terrorist attacks not providing
any information about the perpetrators should be as likely to be attributed to Islamist extremists as
news articles explicitly mentioning Muslim perpetrators. Therefore, we proposed:
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Hypothesis 4 (H4). News consumers exposed to news reports about terrorist attacks are equally likely to
automatically attribute the attacks to Islamist perpetrators when the news reports mention Muslim perpetrators
or unidentified perpetrators.

Furthermore, in an attempt to replicate our findings from Study 1, we tested whether news
consumers who attribute terrorist attacks to Islamist perpetrators transfer the negative attributes
associated with those perpetrators to Muslims in general. Thus, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). The automatic attribution of terrorist attacks to Islamist perpetrators will increase
Islamophobic attitudes.

5.1. Method

The experiment was conducted from October 2017 to November 2017. In total, 77 participants
participated in the current study. The experiment was part of a larger study unrelated to the purposes of
the present paper. We used a convenience sample in Germany (74% female; Mage = 26.51, SD = 7.62;
ranging from 19 to 60 years old; 1.3% compulsory school; 23.4% with a high school degree; 75.3% with
an academic degree). None of the participants had an Islamic religious denomination.

5.1.1. Experimental Procedure

We employed a between-subjects design by systematically varying the perpetrators’ religious
group (Muslim versus no religion). We randomly assigned participants to the two experimental groups:
news about terrorist attacks committed by Muslim perpetrators (n = 37) and news about terrorist attacks
committed by unidentified perpetrators (n = 40). After giving their informed consent, participants
were exposed to two different news articles about terrorism. Upon stimulus exposure, participants
responded to a computer-administered survey, which first included the assumed mediators followed
by the dependent variable. After completion, we thanked and debriefed participants. A randomization
check revealed no significant effects of experimental condition on gender, age, education, immigration
background, political predisposition, religious denomination, frequency of contact with Muslims, and
perceived quality of contact with Muslims, indicating that randomization was successful.

5.1.2. Stimulus Material

We exposed participants in both experimental groups to two news articles about different terrorist
events (see Appendix B). The news articles resembled original news articles published in German news
outlets. The first article portrayed a shooting in a popular gay bar in Berlin (Germany), mentioning
that two people were killed and eleven heavily injured. The article did not give any information
about the victims’ identity or religious group. In the version with the Muslim perpetrator, the article
mentioned that the perpetrator was wearing a Qur’an in his bag and had a necklace with an Islamic
symbol. In an otherwise identical version, the article stated that no information about the perpetrator
was yet confirmed. The second news article described a knife attack in Karlsruhe (Germany) during
a demonstration for women’s rights, which left five people injured. In the version with the Muslim
perpetrator, the article mentioned that the perpetrator was described as a devoted Muslim wearing a
Taqijah (a religious skullcap) and screamed during his arrest “I did this for Allah”. In an otherwise
identical version, the article stated that the police had not yet revealed any information about the
perpetrator. That is, we only varied the perpetrator’s identity, while all remaining information was
held constant across all experimental conditions.

5.1.3. Manipulation Check

We examined the effectiveness of our perpetrator manipulation by asking participants whether
the perpetrator’s religion was mentioned in the news articles. Participants could correctly indicate that
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the perpetrator’s religion was mentioned in the first news article, X2(1) = 41.95, p < 0.001, as well as in
the second news article, X2(1) = 54.57, p < 0.001. Specifically, 90% of the participants correctly indicated
that no religion was mentioned in the perpetrator-unidentified article, and 100% of the participants
could correctly recall that the perpetrator’s religion was mentioned in the Muslim condition. For the
second news article, 90.6% of the participants under the perpetrator-unidentified condition could
correctly indicate that the perpetrator’s religion was not mentioned, while 88.6% of the participants
correctly indicated that the perpetrator’s religion was mentioned under the Muslim condition.

5.1.4. Measures

To assess perpetrator perceptions, we asked participants who they thought was responsible for
the terrorist attacks. On a 7-point Likert scale, participants could indicate how likely (ranging from
1 = highly unlikely to 7 = highly likely) they thought it was that the attack was committed by Islamist
extremists. To assess Islamophobic attitudes, we used the same items as in Study 1 (Cronbach’s α = 0.94,
M = 2.92, SD = 1.82).

5.1.5. Data Analysis

For data analysis, we used the software R. We computed a dummy variable for the independent
variable perpetrator religion (with unidentified perpetrator as a reference category). We used the
perceived likelihood that the perpetrators were Islamist extremists as a mediator of the effects of terror
news coverage exposure on the dependent variable Islamophobic attitudes. To assess the effects of the
independent variable on the mediators and Islamophobia, linear regression analyses were computed.
As in Study 1, we used the mediation package in R with 10,000 simulations for statistical inference of
indirect effects.

5.2. Results

Our results revealed that non-Muslim news consumers were not significantly more likely to
indicate that the perpetrators were Islamist extremists when the perpetrators were described as
Muslims compared to when the perpetrators were unidentified (b = 0.54, SE = 0.38, p = 0.157).
This finding suggests that perpetrator-unidentified terrorist attacks are equally likely to be attributed to
Islamist extremists as attacks committed by Muslim perpetrators, which confirms H4.

Furthermore, as in Study 1, we tested whether perpetrator attributions would be related to
Islamophobic attitudes. We found that perceiving the perpetrators as Islamists was significantly and
positively related to Islamophobic attitudes (b = 0.28, SE = 0.13, p = 0.036). Thus, H5 could be supported.
There was no direct effect of news exposure on Islamophobic attitudes (b = 0.06, SE = 0.42, p = 0.889).
Additionally, results revealed no significant indirect effect of news exposure on Islamophobic attitudes
via the attribution of the attack to Islamist perpetrators (95% CIs [−0.06; 0.47]).

5.3. Discussion Study 2

Overall, the findings of Study 2 provided additional evidence for the assumption that
perpetrator-unidentified terrorist attacks are automatically attributed to Islamist perpetrators.
Specifically, the findings showed that perpetrator-unidentified terrorist attacks are equally attributed to
Islamist perpetrators as terrorist attacks committed by Muslim perpetrators. Thus, in the absence of
any cues to the perpetrators’ identity (i.e., without mentioning the victims’ religious group),
perpetrator-unidentified attacks are nevertheless attributed to Islamist perpetrators. In fact, news
consumers perceived the probability that the perpetrator-unidentified attacks were committed by
Islamist extremists as equally high as when the perpetrators were clearly disclosed as Muslims.
This effect occurred although individuals could correctly recall that the perpetrators’ religious affiliation
was not mentioned in the news articles. Those findings suggest that even when no cues about the
victims’ identity are given, news consumers will nevertheless associate a perpetrator-unidentified
attack with Islamist extremists (Dixon 2007). That association, in turn, fosters Islamophobic attitudes.
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As in Study 1, we found that perceiving the perpetrators as Islamist extremists increased Islamophobic
attitudes in turn. Hence, individuals generalized their negative associations with the terrorists to
the out-group of Muslims as a whole (Ranganath and Nosek 2008). However, some important
limitations of this study need to be taken into account. As we used a convenience sample, female and
higher-educated participants were overrepresented in this study. Additionally, we used a single item to
measure perpetrator perceptions in response to news exposure. Therefore, future studies employing a
representative sample as well as more differentiated measures are needed to bolster these findings.

6. General Discussion

Using two experimental studies, we investigated for the first time how terrorism news reports
not mentioning characteristics about the perpetrators—as it is frequently the case at the early stage of
news coverage about a terrorist event—influence news consumers’ evaluations of the perpetrators
and attitudes toward Muslims in general. In line with priming theory, we found that news consumers
attribute perpetrator-unidentified terrorist attacks to Islamist extremists both in the absence and
presence of cues about the victims. Thus, news consumers seem to “fill in the blanks” based on
associations learned from repeated exposure to the association of terrorism with Islam (Dixon 2007).
Therefore, when given an opportunity to evaluate unidentified terrorist perpetrators, news consumers
are more likely to associate those perpetrators with Islam and assume that they are Islamist extremists.

It is well-documented that terrorism news consistently overrepresent Muslims as terrorism
perpetrators. In the U.S. context, Dixon and Williams (2015) revealed that Muslims are much more
likely to be portrayed as terrorists than to actually be terrorists in U.S. society according to official
reports, while non-Muslims are underrepresented compared to how often they appear as terrorists
in society. That misrepresentation seems to lead to the chronic activation of the linkage between
Islam and terrorism. Thus, when news consumers read news reports about a terrorist attack, they
are more likely to automatically attribute the attack to Islamist perpetrators irrespective of whether
there is confirmed information about a linkage of the attack to Islam or not. Specifically, we found
that when the victims of the terrorist attacks are described as non-Muslims, news consumers suggest
that the perpetrators are Islamists. However, we also found that when no cues about the victims
are provided in the news reports, news consumers nevertheless assume that the perpetrators were
Islamist extremists. Even more importantly, the estimated likelihood of the perpetrators being
Islamists did not differ in response to perpetrator-unidentified news articles and news articles actually
describing the perpetrators as having an Islamic religious affiliation. The tendency to associate the
attacks with Islamist perpetrators was only decreased when the victims were explicitly described as
Muslims. In this case, news consumers assumed the perpetrators to be far-right extremists. Hence,
news consumers connect what they read and see with information learned by prior news exposure
(Dixon 2007). Most importantly, explicitly stating that no information about the perpetrators is yet
confirmed does not seem to prevent that automatic attribution.

However, attributing a terrorist attack to Islamist perpetrators has important implications for
attitudes toward Muslims in general. In line with previous research, both our studies revealed that
the automatic attribution of the attacks to Islamist perpetrators promoted hostile attitudes toward
Muslims in general. Stereotype generalization may explain that effect. Attitudes are transferred
more readily between group members of the out-group compared to group members of the in-group
(Ranganath and Nosek 2008). Accordingly, negative attributes associated with Islamist terrorists may
be transferred between potentially overlapping out-group categories. If Muslims as well as Islamic
fundamentalists are both perceived to belong to the out-group “Muslims”, news consumers will
transfer negative evaluations of Islamic fundamentalists to Muslims in general. In particular, when the
out-group is evaluated negatively, perceived out-group homogeneity makes it easier to take action
because there is no need to distinguish between out-group members (“They have all harmed us”)
(Rothgerber 1997, p. 1207). Thus, in sum, it can be concluded that perceiving terrorist perpetrators
as Islamists may increase Islamophobic attitudes toward Muslims in general due to a negative
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generalization effect of negative attributes, which biases subsequent attitude formation. In contrast,
associating the perpetrators with a far-right ideology did not affect Islamophobic attitudes. Hence,
Islamophobic attitudes were only increased when the perpetrators were associated with an Islamist
ideology, which underlines the assumption that in line with the out-group homogeneity effect, Islamist
perpetrators and Muslims were categorized in overlapping out-group categories.

6.1. Limitations and Future Research

This research has some important limitations. First, although we used an experimental approach to
establish a causal relationship between news exposure and Islamophobic attitudes, all dependent
variables were measured at one point of time, which strictly speaking only allows correlational evidence
for perpetrator perceptions and Islamophobic attitudes. Second, this is the first study to investigate
how perpetrator-unidentified terrorism news articles affect news consumers’ attitudinal responses.
Of course, future research is needed to bolster those results and to include additional factors, such as
other characteristics about the victims, the type of terrorist attack, and perpetrator motives, that may
influence news consumers’ perpetrator evaluations. Third, this study has not investigated further
implications of Islamophobic attitudes. Future studies should consider additional dependent variables,
such as support for punitive measures, support for victim compensation, anti-Muslim policies,
or immigration policies. Lastly, our design did not include Muslim respondents. Forthcoming studies
should extend this design and test whether the findings presented here may also be transferred to
Muslim news consumers.

6.2. Implications

Despite those limitations, our study has important implications for journalism practice and
society at large. First, unless the victims are Muslims, our findings suggest that news consumers
exposed to unidentified terrorists will associate what they read and see with Islam. Journalists
should be highly aware of that tendency and employ strategies to counteract those unintentional
effects, for instance, by putting an even stronger emphasis on base-rate information. Additionally,
making Muslims as victims of terrorism visible in news coverage seems to be an important task for
journalists. Muslims are overrepresented as perpetrators of terrorist attacks, but underrepresented
as victims. Yet, terrorism is a salient threat for both Muslims and non-Muslims around the world.
Therefore, diverse role portrayals may be the key to counteracting negative effects of terrorism
news over time. Overall, the most fruitful strategy would be preventing the chronic activation of
the linkage between Islam and terrorism in the first place. Journalists should, on the one hand,
critically reflect on the intensity with which they report different types of terrorism to avoid an
overrepresentation of Islamist terrorism and an underrepresentation of home-grown terrorism in the
news overall. Additionally, if terrorist attacks are indeed committed by Islamist extremists, journalists
should actively engage in news differentiation by explicitly distinguishing between more general and
open-ended sets (e.g., Muslims in general) and the characteristics and activities of individual people
(e.g., Islamist terrorists). This so-called news differentiation has been found to prevent the formation of
Islamophobic attitudes in response to terrorism news (Von Sikorski et al. 2017, 2018). Finally, our study
points to the necessity in politics and society to provide continued opportunities for non-Muslims to
interact in positive and meaningful ways with Muslims to counteract automatic stereotype activation
in the long-term. For instance, community-based activities, sports programs, or school-based activities
involving both Muslim and non-Muslim citizens in Western societies (see e.g., Wise and Ali 2008) may
help decrease mutual prejudice.
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Appendix A. Stimulus Material Study 1

Appendix A.1. News Article 1

[Muslim version/non-Muslim version] Five people injured in a shooting in front of a
[mosque/church] in Berlin. The attacker targeted [Muslims/“disbelievers”]. A security camera
reveals how the perpetrator approaches a victim and shoots him in the leg.

Berlin—Five people were injured in a shooting in front of a [mosque/church] in the
neighborhood of Neuköln, Berlin. The prosecution assumes a terrorist act. According to first eyewitness
reports, the shooting was conducted by a man using a hunting gun. The shooter appeared in front of
the [Şehitlik mosque/Martin Luther church] at around 22:30 p.m. Then he started shooting people who
were leaving the [mosque/church], according to the investigators. According to eyewitnesses, people
got in panic when the shooting started. In total, five people were injured, a police spokeswoman
said. All victims are members of the [Muslim religious community/Christian religious community
as well as non-Muslim passersby]. The police assume that the man was acting alone. The alleged
perpetrator, who could be arrested by the police shortly after the incident, was described as “male and
between 20 and 30 years old”. Recordings by a security camera show how one of the victims, Yasser K.
(61 years) was shot in the leg. “He looks very scared in the video. He could see the man coming toward
him. He had no chance to escape or defend himself. The perpetrator pointed a gun at him—seemingly
without a reason. Then a shot was heard and the man was hit”, a police spokeswoman comments on
the recordings.

Appendix A.2. News Article 2

[Muslim version/non-Muslim version] Knife attack at street festival in Halle. Seven people
injured—mayor speaks of terror targeted against [Muslims/people who do not belong to the
Muslim community].

Halle (Saale)—Seven people were injured on yesterday’s Wednesday afternoon in a knife attack
at the margins of a street festival in Halle an der Saale. Anti-terror investigations are ongoing.
The incident at the street music festival “Festival of Diversity” in Halle, where traditionally people with
different religions celebrate together, was an attack targeted at people with [Muslim faith/non-Muslim
faith]. According to eyewitnesses, a man willingly attacked a group of [Muslims/people] at the
margins of the street festival. He intentionally targeted this group of [Muslims/people] and stabbed
them. He cried “this is my contribution, [Muslims/disbelievers] have to die”, an eyewitness said
on Monday to the ZDF. Visitors of the festival could finally stop the man and hand him over to the
police. All victims were brought in the nearby hospital St. Marien, police spokesman Georg Kleinmann
confirms. A neighbor observed an attack on a young woman, who was injured at her arms and legs.
“I saw a young woman who tried to protect her daughter. She seemed very scared and helpless.
He stabbed her without warning, without a reason. Only because she is obviously [Muslim/not a
Muslim]. You could see it because of her clothes and appearance”. Two heavily injured men are in
critical conditions. Halle’s mayor Bernd Wiegand speaks of a “terrible terrorist attack, which was
obviously targeted against [people who are part of the Islam religious community/people who are not
part of the Islam religious community]”.

Appendix B. Stimulus Material Study 2

Appendix B.1. News Article 1

[Religion undisclosed perpetrator version/Muslim perpetrator version] Two people killed in
gun-shooting at Bar in Berlin—assassin shot by the police.
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Berlin—Wednesday night, a young man opened fire in a well-known bar in Berlin and shot two
people dead and injured eleven—two of them are currently still in critical conditions. The Berlin
police explained that the perpetrator entered the “Elephant Bar” around 10:00 p.m. and started firing.
The assassin, a 24-year-old man, was shot dead by a police officer. [More information about the
identity of the offender has not yet been released/The perpetrator seems to be a devout Muslim:
a Qur’an was found in his bag and he wore a necklace with a star and crescent pendant, which is
a well-known symbol in Islam.] The “Elephant Bar” is a well-known bar in Kreuzberg, a district of
Berlin that is especially known for its lively and diverse bar and restaurant scene. On Wednesday
evening, the bar hosted its popular “Music and Culture Evening”, organized once a month by the
LGBT (Lesbian-Gay-Bisexual Transgender) community and bringing together many people from
different cultures.

Appendix B.2. News Article 2

[Religion undisclosed perpetrator version/Muslim perpetrator version] Five people injured after
knife attack in Karlsruhe—perpetrator arrested by the police.

On Tuesday, a 37-year-old man attacked the participants of a demonstration in Karlsruhe
with a knife—five people were injured, two of them heavily. An eyewitness reported how the
man suddenly took a “30 cm long” knife out of his jacket pocket. Then he began randomly
attacking people participating in the “Pro Choice” demonstration. The man could be arrested by the
police. [More detailed information on the perpetrator has not yet been announced by the police in
Karlsruhe/More detailed information on the perpetrator of the police in Karlsruhe has not yet been
announced, however, several eyewitnesses reported that the perpetrator is probably a devout Muslim:
The man wore a Taqiyah, a skullcap, which Muslim men wear to prayer, and shouted “I did this for
Allah!” during his arrest]. The demonstration, organized by the pro-choice movement, took place
in front of the city hall in Karlsruhe and involved about 400 participants. Every year, activists
meet to demonstrate women’s self-empowerment and social exclusion after having an abortion.
The demonstration takes place once a year in various cities throughout Germany.
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