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We have all heard admonitions about the need to manage strong
emotions in order to make sound decisions. Children are urged to
“count to 10” before acting or speaking out of anger. Adults who
have lost a loved one or who have been diagnosed with a serious
illness are counseled to “take some time” before making any major
life choices. People nod in agreement when reminded that “the only
thing we have to fear is fear itself.”

The actual relationship between emotion and reason is complex.
But commonsense cautions about the power of fear and other strong
emotions are both common and sensible. Almost everyone can
remember acting rashly or in a shortsighted, counterproductive way
when faced with some frightening or traumatic situation.

Terrorism is exquisitely calibrated to exploit this tendency in indi-
viduals and societies. While public concerns about terrorism have
been displaced somewhat by economic anxieties—Americans are
not living in a constant state of fearfulness about terrorism—research
and observation alike show that the thought patterns laid down by
the trauma of 9/11 are easily reactivated. Fear and the worldview
created by fear have played a significant role in shaping the national
discussion about counterterrorism policy and approaches to the ter-
rorism threat. Eight years after the events of 9/11, terrorism-related
anxieties retain their power to enhance the appeal of some policies
and diminish others. Fearmongering remains a tempting political
ploy that can derail debate and narrow policy options. Events (such
as recent attacks and attempts) continue to stimulate new public
fears and provide new opportunities for the manipulation of those
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fears. And countering fear-based arguments has proved extremely
difficult for even the most skilled communicators.

Eliminating fear as a response to danger is neither feasible nor
desirable. But concerned policy experts, advocates, elected officials,
and community leaders can do a better job of managing the fear
factor. By understanding how fear affects public thinking and by
learning how to counter some of fear’s negative effects, influential
communicators may be able to help prevent strong public emotions
from being channeled in unconstructive directions.

As described below, the fear factor has important psychological
and cognitive dimensions as well as cultural dimensions, all of which
have implications for communicators. Also described below are the
results of messaging research conducted in 2009 by the Topos Part-
nership for the U.S. in the World Initiative. Influential communica-
tors are already deploying a variety of themes and narratives
intended to promote a different kind of public conversation about
terrorism. Topos’s research explored how some of those explanatory
narratives actually fare when fear shapes public reasoning. The
research asked which themes and messages, if reinforced both before
and after the next crisis, might help us build and sustain support
for farsighted, effective, and principled security policies—even
under the adverse psychological and cognitive conditions created
by fear.

Fear’s Effects on Individual Psychology and Cognition

Many different academic disciplines and research methodologies
have shed light on how people reason and how they see the world
when they feel their safety is threatened. Such insights help to define
the unique challenges that face communicators who are trying to
build mainstream support for strategic, farsighted security policies
in fearful times.

Mortality Salience: The Political Psychology of Fear

Since the late 1980s, academic psychologists in a growing area
of study called “terror management theory” have looked at what
happens to people’s emotions and thought processes when they are
confronted with reminders of their own eventual death.” In hundreds
of published experiments, researchers have demonstrated that
induced “mortality salience”—awareness of the inevitability of
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death—Ileads people to cling more strongly to their cultural world-
views. The hypothesis is that since cultural worldviews function
as symbolic protectors against psychological terror (by providing
meaning, continuity, and self-respect), then reminding people of the
underlying source of their fear increases their need to value their
own worldview.?

To put this in more specific terms, mortality reminders seem to
trigger disdain for other races, religions, and nations; a preference
for strong, traditional leaders and for authoritarian rather than prag-
matic leadership; a heightened fidelity to one’s own group; and
increased stereotyping and suspicion of other groups.* It seems that
mortal fear—fear of the sort that is triggered by threats to personal
safety and the safety of loved ones—inclines people to favor a certain
kind of leadership and an “us vs. them” approach to defining and
meeting threats. During the Bush administration, political psycholo-
gists drew on terror management theory and the mortality salience
hypothesis to explain the president’s widespread popularity and the
relative imperviousness to criticism of his administration’s counter-
terrorism policies, even as some of those policies foundered or ran
afoul of core democratic values.” Indeed, in repeated experiments,
asking research subjects to think about death or just reminding them
of the attacks on 9/11 led to significantly increased support for
President Bush and his security policies, regardless of the subjects’
political affiliations.®

Serious fears of a more general nature (e.g., concerns about the
“cultural disruptions” caused by economic insecurity or demo-
graphic change) may have similar effects, predisposing people to
accept the authority of strong leaders, to exaggerate specific threats,
and to believe that desperate measures are necessary and warranted.’

Implications for Communicators: These findings suggest that even
sympathetic audiences will follow unhelpful paths of reasoning
when they are under the influence of fear. Communicators need to
be aware that some arguments and messages that ordinarily are
effective may not have the desired result—and may even backfire—
in the context of perceived threats to safety and security.

The Fear System in the Brain: Consciousness Commandeered

Mortality salience experiments yield important clues about the
psychology of fear. But what is it about the physiological state of
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fearfulness that makes people gravitate toward one course of action
rather than another? Neuroscientific research offers insights about
the “fear system” in the brain and what happens when that system
is aroused.

In broad strokes, there is an “ancient” part of the brain, called the
amygdala. It is the part of the brain we share with all mammals—
and it produces near-instantaneous reactions to danger. Developed
during the period of human evolutionary history when instinctive
responses to attack made the difference between life and death, this
part of the brain acts outside of consciousness, taking in stimuli,
putting out stress hormones, raising blood pressure, accelerating the
pulse. It mobilizes the familiar “fight or flight” response, but it can
also trigger a freezing and numbing response, or submission.® This
ancient fear system coexists with the uniquely human part of the
brain—the prefrontal cortex—that is the site of reason and judgment
(i.e., conscious thought) and plays an essential role in generating
such “social emotions” as compassion and empathy.’

The brain’s fear system produces terror when precipitously
aroused and chronic anxiety during milder, sustained arousal. When
hyperaroused, the brain’s fear system literally commandeers con-
sciousness, as Topos puts it—guiding and influencing our thinking
and in some instances determining whether we are able to “think”
at all.

Neurologist Joseph LeDoux argues that the two parts of the brain
are actually reciprocally related.”” In order for the fear system to
respond to a perceived threat, the cortex has to be shut down—and
along with it, presumably, some ability to think critically (such as
about policy choices), to reference abstract concepts (such as justice
or fairness), and to feel compassion for fellow beings. LeDoux sug-
gests that the converse could also be true: activation of the prefrontal
region might inhibit the fear system (although achieving this kind
of reciprocity is likely to be difficult once the fear system has become
hyperaroused)."

Implications for Communicators: Fearful people are unlikely to be
persuaded by arguments based on abstract concepts (even familiar
ones like fairness) or fine cognitive distinctions (like the difference
between a suspected terrorist who might be innocent and a proven
terrorist). At the same time, if communicators can get people to
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“think” by offering a fresh, credible idea—a new insight—it may
help check the activity of the fear system and enable people to take
in new information.

Fear’s Worldview: It’s a Jungle Out There

How does the world appear to people when they are operating
in threat mode—when the fear system has been aroused or when
mortality salience has been activated? Exploratory research con-
ducted in 2008 for U.S. in the World and the National Security
Network sheds light on how people think about threats to security
in the current, post-9/11 environment."

This research confirmed and extended findings about fear that
have also emerged from the work of other investigators. The inter-
views showed how threats to personal safety or the safety of loved
ones cause people’s lens on the world to narrow to the most immedi-
ate factors in the environment. People go on heightened alert for
possible dangerous intentions on the part of others, and they become
inclined to assume the worst about others’ intentions.

As the same team of researchers also found in an earlier project
commissioned by the FrameWorks Institute,” Topos found that peo-
ple who are not experts on foreign policy tend to interpret security
threats in personal terms, ascribing human motivations and mind-
sets to other countries. They think of other countries and world
actors as friendly or malevolent, motivated by anger, kindness, or
some psychological state like “hating” or “liking.” When people
understand international relations in these interpersonal terms, fac-
tors like treaties, institutions, political dynamics, systemic conditions,
and so on—the explanations and solutions that international rela-
tions and security experts emphasize—are “cognitively invisible.”

Similarly, nonexperts rely on analogies to familiar scenarios as
ways of making sense of security threats. The most frequently cited
scenario, in interviews and focus groups, is the schoolyard—the first
place many of us experience conflict and confrontation with our
peers (without the presence of adults), and where “standing up to
bullies” is one of the lessons to be learned. Other analogies cited
include “the Wild West” and “the jungle.” It is notable that these
are all scenarios where self-reliance is key, where “appeasement” is
a dangerous temptation, where the normal rules don’t apply, and
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where following the rules is perceived as a disadvantage, since no
one else is constrained by such niceties.

In short, when serious national security threats loom, nonexperts
start to see the entire world as a scary place, full of enemies whose
behavior cannot be modified or controlled except by force. Immedi-
ate concerns take precedence—after all, this is an “emergency”—
and laws and values may have to be set aside in favor of doing
“whatever it takes” to stay safe.

Implications for Communicators: The Topos Partnership’s analysis
shows that when people are operating in threat mode, they will
reject any policy prescription that seems to put principles before
safety; anyone seen as making such a suggestion will be viewed as
atbest unrealistic and at worst dangerously irresponsible or deluded.
Concerns about the long-range consequences of policy decisions
(such as losing the trust of allies, breeding more terrorists, and so
on) may be acknowledged as valid, but ultimately are likely to
be dismissed as irrelevant to the current (emergency) situation. In
general, people will reject solutions that cannot be connected intu-
itively to their personal safety (“How does this protect me and my
family?”), which means that communicators have to do more than
just assert a relationship between national security and (for example)
respect for human rights. They must connect the dots for people in
a simple, commonsense way.

Misjudging Risk: Stone-Age Brains in the 21st Century

Compounding fear’s problematic psychological and cognitive
effects is the reality that humans are not particularly good assessors
of risk—at least, not the kinds of risks they face in the 21st century.

There is a large and fascinating body of research on this topic.™
For example, it appears that people judge highly memorable events
that have been broadcast everywhere through the media as more
likely to recur, even if they are actually quite rare or remote (school
shootings, child abductions, and, of course, terrorist attacks). People
regard as more dangerous the things they have negative feelings
about (foreigners, Islam), whereas they underrate as risks statistically
more dangerous things about which they feel positive or neutral
(cars, cigarettes). The perception that harm is intended by some
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person or persons increases the sense of risk; the “scary other” (ter-
rorist) produces a level and kind of fear that the “scary phenomenon”
does not.

There are other relevant glitches in people’s ability to calculate
risk. Even the most unlikely scenarios seem more probable if they
contain one familiar, stereotypical element. This suggests that since
people already know that terrorists “hate us” and “want to harm
us,” any scenario involving a terrorist attack, no matter how complex
or unlikely, becomes at least somewhat plausible. To complicate
matters further, highly complex scenarios feel much more plausible
to people than they actually are. People’s judgments also tend to
conform with those of their peers, especially (surprisingly enough)
when the issue is very important. If people think others are fright-
ened—including the experts—this may exacerbate their own fearful-
ness, with all the consequences for reasoning suggested above.

Implications for Communicators: It will not be easy to change the
public conversation about terrorism by citing data that compare the
risk of dying in a terrorist attack to other risks or by putting terrorism
“in perspective” as one among many important challenges that the
United States must address. In fact, messages that seem to be aimed
at minimizing the terrorist threat are likely to be rejected as “out of
touch with reality.”

Coping with Fear: Responses to Psychological Trauma

The study of psychological trauma and recovery provides impor-
tant clues about how, and under what conditions, people can move
past unreasoning fear. These clues may help opinion leaders and
communicators understand what is likely to exacerbate or reduce
public fears.”

For traumatized individuals as well as communities, it seems that
passivity and disempowerment are likely to feed fearfulness, while
active coping and affiliation with others tend to calm fears. Sitting
alone in front of a television watching endless repetitions of bad
news is one of the worst things an individual can do in the aftermath
of a crisis. At the community level, this means that crisis response
strategies that are disempowering—Ilike sending in teams of outside
experts after the fact—are far less effective than building on existing
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community resources and leadership to prepare for and cope
with crisis.

Some psychologists and psychiatrists believe that the impulse to
care for others—a “tend-and-befriend” response—is as ancient and
hard-wired a response to stress as the fight/flight or freezing /numb-
ing responses; it is certainly more conducive to recovery.'® Taking
problem-solving action that is related to the current situation, espe-
cially in partnership with others (what psychologists call “affiliative
coping”), aids healing.”” And while compulsive remembering is an
inevitable aspect of trauma, collaboration to memorialize trauma
can be an important step toward moving on. In Madrid, after the
attacks of March 11, 2004, large public demonstrations of shared
sorrow and sober determination probably helped to meet such a
need.'®

Implications for Communicators: Given the importance of positive
and affiliative action for building individual and community resil-
ience, it is clear that opinion leaders and elected officials who want
to help the public manage fear must do more than offer a new
explanatory narrative about terrorism and policy responses to it.
They also need to encourage citizen action that strengthens the social
fabric and is related to the emotions and concerns people are having
(neither “go shopping” nor “here is my 10-point policy agenda” will
fit the bill). Many policy experts are unaccustomed to connecting
with their audiences in this way, and they may be especially uncom-
fortable with the notion of inviting citizens to help shape local or
national responses to crisis. But overall, constructing opportunities
for positive communal action may be one of the most important
things leaders can do to reduce public fearfulness and, perhaps, to
reduce the appeal of precipitous reactions that are based on fear.

Cultural Dimensions of the Fear Factor

In addition to its psychological and cognitive dimensions, the fear
factor has important cultural dimensions that have implications for
communicators.

Many observers have pointed, appropriately, to the fear-amplify-
ing role played by a sensationalistic media and by a political climate
in which ideologues feel free to manipulate public fears."” These
dynamics are so troubling that it is easy to overlook the pressures
and even the positive intentions that drive some journalists and
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politicians to amplify public fears. But an appreciation of these
nuances can help communicators think more strategically about how
to cultivate allies in the media and government who might be willing
to play a more constructive role in managing public fears.

For example, the principle of “if it bleeds, it leads” is deeply
entrenched in the media. The news and entertainment media bear
significant responsibility for the pervasiveness of certain familiar,
unhelpful narratives related to terrorism (like the “ticking time
bomb” scenario that the majority of Americans now connects with
the issue of torture or the images of fanaticism and violence that
dominate depictions of Muslim and Arab societies). But most indi-
vidual journalists are simply motivated to tell a good story.” After
all, journalists are storytellers, not professional risk assessors, and
the best stories are vivid, dramatic, emotionally compelling, and
unusual—unfortunately, the very features that lead readers to over-
estimate the consequences and the probability of an event’s recur-
rence. While a journalist may be personally skeptical of a given
prediction or claim about some impending danger, the daily pres-
sures of reporting offer few opportunities and little encouragement
for pursuing those doubts.

As for political leaders, some undoubtedly have used fear to
advance their agendas (and to frame their agendas in ways the
media will cover). But elected leaders in general are driven by a
dread of being wrong; they have every reason to overwarn and
very little reason to reassure the public about threats that might
materialize despite their best efforts. In addition, elected officials
are inevitably preoccupied with putting out fires, not with educating
the public about the “big picture.” And for many elected leaders
and their staffs, there is a significant knowledge and confidence gap
when it comes to terrorism and counterterrorism issues.” Mean-
while, policymakers are being bombarded with threat analyses that
typically start by assessing our vulnerabilities rather than our adver-
saries’ capabilities and intentions, with the result that the “conse-
quences” part of the analysis trumps the “probability” part every
time.”

There is also reason to believe that Americans as a people may
be less resilient when it comes to fear than they were in the past or
than citizens of other developed nations. Peter Stearns, a historian
of emotions, argues that Americans have tried so hard to eliminate
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fear from their lives and their children’s lives that they have come
to believe they should never have to experience fear. When they do,
they are outraged as well as frightened and are desperate to blame
or punish someone for making them afraid. In their efforts to avoid
the experience of fear, Americans may have lost some confidence
in their ability to handle fear; it also seems possible that highly
individualistic Americans may be less inclined to organize collective
responses and support systems for coping with fear-inducing events.
In short, this analysis suggests that some of the negative effects
of fear are amplified for Americans by the very nature of their
“relationship” with the emotion of fear.”

Implications for Communicators: Inlight of these cultural dynamics,
communicators should avoid implying that people are simply weak
or ignorant if they feel more afraid of terrorism than experts think
they ought to be. By the same token, communicators should not
imply that people are immoral if they have concluded, based on the
“ticking time bomb” scenarios so common in the media, that torture
may be necessary in exceptional cases. Furthermore, understanding
the needs that shape the decisions of politicians and journalists could
help communicators craft their “asks and offers” more strategically.
Opinion leaders might work to make it politically safer for elected
officials to model a more pragmatic and disciplined kind of leader-
ship on terrorism issues by providing validation and backup for
efforts to calm public fears. To help potential allies in the media
play a constructive role in managing public fears, opinion leaders
might share their concerns and point to credible research findings
about the negative effects of fear on public reasoning, while also
working to ensure that their own communications to the media tell
a compelling story without stoking unnecessary fearfulness.

Talking about Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism

Given the power of the fear factor to influence thinking, promoting
a more constructive public conversation about terrorism and
responses to terrorism is one of the toughest communications chal-
lenges facing responsible opinion leaders today. In recent years, as
the extent of this challenge became more evident, communicators
have worked hard to develop messages about terrorism that might
help listeners avoid some of the cognitive and psychological traps
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set by fear, opening the door to public consideration of alternative
policy approaches. Which strategies for talking about terrorism with
the mainstream American public are most likely to achieve this goal?
Summarized below is a unique qualitative research effort that was
commissioned by U.S. in the World and carried out by the Topos
Partnership.?

Testing Themes and Frames

In the spring and summer of 2009, U.S. in the World and members
of its network of issue experts and advocates collected and cataloged
some of the core ideas that opinion leaders have been using to try
to calm public fears and introduce arguments about the need for
more farsighted approaches to security and counterterrorism. These
were among the ideas in circulation:

® Terrorism is not really the existential threat it has been made
out to be.

® Responses to terrorism should be consistent with America’s
values.

® Our counterterrorism policies have to be smarter and more
effective.

® We should consider the long-range consequences of our
decisions.

® We must not let ourselves be guided by fear.

® We need to beware of politicians who manipulate our fears for
their own purposes.

® QOur national history proves we are strong enough to withstand
the terrorist threat.

The Topos Partnership then designed a qualitative test of these
and other core ideas, seeking to gauge their effect on people’s think-
ing about terrorism-related policy choices. The core ideas were
embodied in paragraph-length “narratives,” all of which were pre-
sented to the research subjects as statements made by public officials
on the seventh anniversary of the 9/11 attacks. Participants were
also instructed to think back to that frightening day in order to
create an even more challenging context for the messages. After
hearing or reading the statement, participants were asked questions
about their understanding of the main point, what they could
remember about it, whether they agreed, who they thought would
make such a statement, and why.”
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The purpose of the testing was not to develop specific messaging
recommendations or talking points but rather to determine which
big themes and ideas—which cognitive frames (a frame is a central
organizing idea for making sense of events or information)—might
help reduce public fear, stimulate different thinking about security
options, and be memorable and repeatable enough to hold up under
the stress of a fear-inducing event.

The findings were sobering, though there were also some promis-
ing results.

Overall Observations The research confirmed many of the commu-
nications challenges identified in the first section of this chapter.
Findings showed that safety concerns consistently trumped moral
principles, even among respondents who agreed about the impor-
tance of America’s values. The “emergency” frame consistently
trumped efforts to encourage attention to the long-term conse-
quences of our decisions. With 9/11 as the explicit context, messages
that seemed to minimize the danger of terrorism or that focused on
the relatively small risk of dying in a terrorist attack were dismissed
by many as off-target and unrealistic. And as would be expected,
fear and safety concerns made it difficult for people to hold on to fine
conceptual distinctions, such as between terrorists and suspected
terrorists. Instead, simple contrasts between good/bad and us/
them prevailed.

The testing also highlighted some additional and important chal-
lenges for communicators:

® People desire action against threats. Narratives that seemed to
take options off the table without offering clear alternatives that
address people’s security concerns were heard—and rejected—
as counseling inaction. Communicators must provide clear sig-
nals about ways in which we can and should act.

® Appeals to history and tradition ran up against the belief that
the current moment is unique and urgent. People questioned
the relevance of lessons from the past, especially if that was
the primary thrust of the message. Messages should sound
immediately relevant and should not rely too heavily on appeals
to history or tradition.

® Narratives about being smart and effective were appealing, but
they did little to change people’s thinking. Being “smart” was
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taken to mean whatever people already believed about how to
fight terrorism. Many interpreted the message as support for
being tough and aggressive, for example. Or they heard the
message as support for “smarter bombing,” “smarter use of
torture,” or “smarter use of surveillance technology”—not as
an argument for rethinking the overall approach to counterter-
rorism. The researchers concluded that communicators must be
wary of messages that contain the slightest ambiguity about
what kind of approach to counterterrorism is best.

False Leads This last observation points to a cross-cutting chal-
lenge affecting many of the messages about terrorism: Apparent
agreement with a message does not mean that all its inferences are
taken to heart. People can accept and even repeat many propositions,
but the effects on thinking may not be significant.

For example, respondents greeted messages about the importance
of America’s values with enthusiasm and could easily repeat them,
but most would immediately assert that we do not have the luxury
of respecting our values in the current emergency situation. People
responded well to messages that tried to redirect fear into anger or
scorn for terrorists (such as, “Let’s tell the terrorists to go to hell by
living as we've always lived and preserving our values”), but the
anger was easily channeled away from its basis in “not forgetting
who we are” to support for “tougher” treatment of terrorist suspects
(including treatment that is not consistent with our values). Messages
about not letting ourselves be manipulated by fearmongering politi-
cians also engaged respondents, but they tended to default to the
belief that all politicians are manipulative and that nobody in govern-
ment can be trusted.

Messages about “being stronger than the terrorists are” were heard
as efforts to “buck people up”—an appropriate thing for leaders to
try to do but not relevant to the problem of taking action against
terrorism. Told that “we shouldn’t give terrorists what they want—
they want us to be fearful and to abandon our values,” people agreed
that Americans should not be fearful, but this formulation did not
prevent listeners from suspecting that they were being asked to put
principles over their safety, a tradeoff they consistently rejected.

Finally, because the public is already familiar with the broad
outlines of the debate about “rights” and “security,” many relevant
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ideas no longer have much power to change how people think about
terrorism and counterterrorism. Familiarity leads many people to
stop paying attention to the substance of arguments—concluding,
“Oh, I know what this is about”—especially because people have
also become very attuned to the ideological orientation of narratives.
People are quick to identify certain narratives as “Democratic” or
“Republican” and to dismiss such messages as partisan.

Emotional Management Is Not Enough

Another important observation to emerge from this qualitative
research is that managing fear is not enough, by itself, to promote
a more constructive conversation about terrorism. Messages that
calmed or seemed to have the potential to calm fears did not automat-
ically change thinking about policy choices. The gap between the
individual/personal perspective on this issue and the collective/
national perspective seems to be very difficult to bridge.

Fear, by its nature, is experienced at the level of individual feelings
and decisions, and people were inclined to stay at that level. Mes-
sages about not falling prey to fear were typically taken to refer to
individuals’ own feelings, not to collective policy decisions. Reduced
to a “Churchillian exhortation” (as the researchers put it) about
mastering our own personal fears, such a message ends up being
quite compatible with all sorts of policy approaches. Calming fear
is probably a necessary but insufficient precondition for constructive
public conversation about counterterrorism policy.

Green Shoots?

Two narratives showed some promise for doing both—calming
fears and promoting new thinking about policy directions.

Owerreaction Hurts Us The most helpful frame tested was the idea
that “when we overreact to terrorism, we hurt ourselves.” The idea
that overreaction hurts us is simple and user-friendly. It works at
both the individual and collective levels. As suggested at the begin-
ning of this chapter, almost everyone understands the risk of over-
reacting to stress in a counterproductive way—yet people also had
little difficulty applying the idea to policy reactions, such as abuses
of government power, excessive use of military force, not working
closely with allies, or losing our identity/values.

The message seems to calm fears without sounding as if it counsels
inaction (though we will return shortly to the question of which
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actions this message does support). It is fresh enough to stimulate
people intellectually (i.e., it is not the typical framework for talking
about responses to terrorism), and it connects the dots clearly (i.e.,
it does not just warn against overreacting but explains that “we
mustn’t overreact because then we make mistakes in judgment that
harm us”).

Respondents did not tend to default immediately to existing
beliefs but rather engaged with the message at some length. In other
words, one might argue, this narrative seems to have the power to
activate a listener’s critical faculties—the cognitive part of the brain
whose activation may help suppress the fear system—in ways that
other narratives did not. Respondents’ reactions suggested that this
narrative might even help inoculate people against efforts at
fearmongering.

Self-Aggrandizing Terrorist. One weakness of the very promising
“overreaction” narrative is that it may not be emotionally engaging
enough to satisfy in a crisis since it is about dampening emotions
and actions. Another tested narrative seemed to have an effect on
thinking but also seemed to be emotionally engaging. This narrative
asserted that terrorists are common criminals who want to be treated
as something more—as supervillains or martyrs—and we should
not accommodate them (by creating special rules or courts for them,
by putting aside our values, by reorienting our foreign policies, etc.).

The notion here is not just that terrorism should be treated as a
law enforcement matter (a now-familiar concept that has little effect)
but that we should treat terrorism as a law enforcement matter
because self-aggrandizing terrorists want us to treat it otherwise.
This new element appears to be emotionally and intellectually engag-
ing; it does not downplay the idea of maintaining security, and it
even provides for retribution of a sort.

The “self-aggrandizing terrorists” frame has some real weak-
nesses, though, including the fact that the anger it attempts to chan-
nel turns out to be compatible with support for policies that may
be counterproductive. Also, the concept may not hold up in the
aftermath of a major terrorist act that feels more like an act of “war”
than a “crime.”

Finally, this frame fails to take account of the probable need in
some instances for counterterrorism activities that fall outside the
domain of law enforcement. On balance, the weaknesses of this
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narrative are problematic enough that Topos urges caution about
using it on its own or without careful attention to context.

Developing a Successful Message

A better understanding of how fear affects public thinking and a
hard look at the limitations of some messages are making clearer
the kinds of messages that can manage the fear factor effectively.

A successful message will be “easy to think,” in the words of the
Topos Partnership; it will allow for consideration of action against
terrorism; it will be concrete rather than abstract; it will connect the
dots and suggest a bigger picture in some simple, accessible way.
More specifically, it will perform both at the level of “emotional
management” (calming fear, dampening the tendency to precipitate
action, reducing submissiveness to authority) and at the level of
reasoning about policy (encouraging people to think about the bigger
picture/longer-term consequences, promoting clearer thinking).
Finally, an effective message will point to a better response to terror-
ism, not simply negate unhelpful responses that are nonetheless
consistent with people’s instinctive reactions and perceptions.

Additional research to refine promising messages should certainly
be done. But advocates, issue experts, scholars, and policy advisers
who want to promote new thinking about counterterrorism also
need to do some work of their own, informed by messaging research.
While policy analysts have written extensively about the nature of
the terrorism threat and appropriate responses to it, there is not yet
a simple, positive narrative that can compete effectively with the
logic of prevailing narratives like “doing whatever is necessary to
capture or kill terrorists.” Until concerned opinion leaders have
developed and built consensus around a clear, commonsense mes-
sage about what exactly Americans and their government should do,
think, and feel about terrorism, even the most effective explanations
of why some responses to terrorism are counterproductive will not
significantly change public thinking in times of fear.

During the weeks and months immediately after 9/11, opinion
surveys showed that the American public—despite its sorrow, fear,
and anger—wanted the government to take time before reacting in
order to build international support and make the right strategic
choice.® It seems that the popular wisdom about strong emotions
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mentioned at the beginning of this chapter actually guided public
thinking in those early days.

Yet in the years since then, public fears have often been channeled
in harmful directions, and today the public remains divided and
uncertain about some of the most important issues related to counter-
terrorism policy. Focus group research suggests that even citizens
who question aspects of America’s response to terrorism find it
difficult to articulate their logic or defend their point of view when
confronted with fear-based arguments.”

Communicating strategically about terrorism, like any effort to
change the public conversation about a major policy issue, is both
a messaging challenge and a substantive challenge, and the two are
interconnected. There are important lessons to be learned and built
on from the messaging research described in this chapter. But if
influential communicators are to reframe the debate about terrorism,
they must also do a more compelling and accessible job of describing
what an alternative counterterrorism agenda looks like and how it
works to keep us safe. In other words, they must provide their own
clear answer to a critical question: What do we do after we “count
to 107?
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