The “CNN Effect” of Mass Media on Humanitarian Aid: A Case Study of the Democratic Republic of Congo and Syria

Monica Farrell
SUNY New Paltz

N02492332@hawkmail.newpaltz.edu

3/20/14
I. Introduction
Often times, certain humanitarian issues receive more media attention than others. The media’s role in providing information to citizens has been amplified due to globalization. Recently, issues of politics and specifically foreign policy have been focused on largely by mass media (Robinson 1999, Ogrizek 2007). Many refer to this as the “CNN Effect.” Although some argue that the news plays no role in determining the outcome of a foreign policy issue, some people believe that news can dictate foreign policy decisions (Robinson 1999, Ogrizek 2007, Baum 1998). 
Many different factors help determine the level of humanitarian aid a state is expected to receive, including the interests of donors, political interests of the region as well as the nature of the aid business. However, in prior examinations of states with previous humanitarian conflict such as Rwanda, Somalia, Kosovo, Iraq and Bosnia, studies have demonstrated that the stronger the media portrayal of a humanitarian conflict, the larger the amount of humanitarian aid the region will receive (Robinson 1999, Livingston 1997, The Brookings Institution, Baum 1998). 
This paper will conclude that a higher amount of media attention will lead to a larger amount of humanitarian aid intervention through analyzing the CNN Effect, goals of the media, previous scholarly research on Somalia, conducting original research on the Democratic Republic of Congo and Syria and finally, examining the framing of these issues.
II. Defining the “CNN Effect”
In order to understand how exactly media portrayal affects humanitarian aid, the terminology “CNN Effect” and the different aspects of the effect need to be defined. During the 1980s, new technology allowed media coverage to be live, constant and international (Robinson 1999). The end of the Cold War brought about a new wave of thinking regarding the role of technology. The news aimed to provide coverage that would evoke an emotional reaction and demand a rapid response from political elites. The public witnessed events such as the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the rallies of Tiananmen Square and the fall of communism through TV news media (Robinson 1999). Even today, policy makers have acknowledged that they often first hear of troubled regions in the world from international news coverage (Robinson 1999). The CNN Effect also allows enemies such as Osama bin Laden to use the news to spread negative propaganda about the US (The Brookings Institution 2013). Although there is little disagreement that the CNN Effect has altered the way citizens receive and view events in the media, there is still question of whether the media portrayal changes the way governments shape their foreign policy and respond to issues of international affairs.

The media can be perceived as a non-state actor that operates in three ways. First, the media is an accelerant (Robinson 1999). Because the CNN Effect allows media portrayal to be in real time, it demands a quick response from policy makers and political elites. For example, during times of war or genocide, the media may reference potential security risks that would require an immediate response from the government (Livingston 1997). Former Secretary of State James A. Baker, III states his view of the CNN Effect as, “The one thing it does is to drive policymakers to have a policy decision. I would have to articulate it very quickly. You are in real-time mode. You don’t have time to reflect” (Livingson 1997). An example of this was when the media criticized President Bush’s reaction to Hurricane Katrina because of the administration’s slow response to the situation (Ogrizek 2007). The media’s disapproval of how Bush handled the hurricane solicited a better response to the crisis from the Bush Administration. This is an instance of how the media can act as an accelerant. Although the mass media may encourage a swift response from the government, it does have a detrimental role on following ideals of good policy. Many government officials, such as former State Department spokesman Nicholas Burns, former presidential press secretary Marlin Fitzwater, and former member of the National Security Council Richard Haass have stated that during times of where a rapid response is needed, they often overlook State Department briefings and turn to media coverage to make basic decisions (Livingston 1997).
Secondly, the CNN Effect can act as an impediment (Livingston 1997). Too often, emotional coverage is elicited by having events broadcasted in a graphic manner, causing public opinion to rapidly change. An example of this was in October 1993, when pictures emerged of two dead American soldiers being dragged through the streets of Mogadishu, Somalia (Livingston 1997). The public was completely outraged and immediately demanded that the Clinton Administration have troops withdrawn from Somalia (Livingston 1997). A New York Times article summarized the media portrayal of the Somalia hostility as, “crystallizing American public opinion on an issue that previously was not pressing to the average citizen. And the pictures of a dead American solider being dragged through the streets of Mogadishu seem to have made it all but impossible for Mr. Clinton to change many minds” (Klarevas 2000). When the media creates emotional footage of events or conflicts abroad, the public is prone to sympathize with these images and demand government action is taken. The media has caused a similar affect today in the Middle East. Gruesome photos of Americans being imprisoned, tortured and kidnapped by Middle Eastern terrorist forces pressured the Obama Administration to considering pulling out of Afghanistan by 2014 (Yellin, Jessica and Levine 2013). At the same time, gruesome photos of innocent Syrians being attacked by chemical weapons has pressured the Obama Administration to consider intervening in the region.
Besides serving as an emotional inhibitor, the media can also act as an impediment by posing a threat to operational or national security (Livingston 1997). The media may advertise war and tactical operations, including anti-terrorism missions, which may act to thwart the operation simply because it was exposed. Colin Powell described an example of the impediment effect the media has upon operations as, “If a commander in Desert Shield sat around in his tent and mused with a few CNN guys and pool guys and other guys, it’s in 105 capitals a minute later” (Livingston 1997). This is an instance illustrating how revealing information to the media could lead to unnecessary deaths and the potential failure of a mission. In some instances, journalists will deliberately expose operations to elicit a response from the public. A present-day example was the decision of Edward Snowden to leak classified NSA documents to media outlets all over the world. This has impeded the ability for the National Security Administration to continue to carry out these programs, as well as compromised the security of American spies in other regions and hindered the relationship America has with many states abroad (Kuttner 2013). 

Third, the media acts as a policy-setting agent (Livingston 1997). The media tends to intervene in an issue when policy is uncertain (Robinson 1999). Compelling and emotional footage is often used to cover humanitarian crises around the world and demand certain issues be reprioritized (Livingston 1997). While television has broadcasted certain issues, sometimes it is negligent in advertising other issues. Post-Cold War humanitarian issues, such as in Bosnia, Haiti and Somalia have had widespread media attention, thus making them a priority of the United States to intervene (Livingston 1997). Michael Mandelbaum provides a critical interpretation of the humanitarian intervention decisions made by the Clinton Administration. He states that the administration intended to, 
“Relieve the suffering caused by ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, starvation in Somalia, and oppression in Haiti. Historically the foreign policy of the United States has centered on American interests, defined as developments that could affect the lives of American citizens. Nothing that occurred in these three countries fit that criterion” (Livingston 1997). 

Mandelbaum makes the point that the CNN Effect does play a large role in setting the policy for a region. When the media acts as a policy-setting agent, it can either help a humanitarian issue gain notice or prevent a humanitarian issue from receiving attention. 

Piers Robinson provides three criteria for defining policy uncertainty around an issue. When the government has a set policy or attitude toward an issue or a region, the media is less likely to interfere and broadcast that issue (Robinson 2000). He states that there is no policy line when there is no official policy in place regarding the issue, there is a wavering policy line when the policy line changes frequently, and there is an inconsistent policy line when the subsystems of the executive have differing opinions over policy and look to advocate different types of policy (Robinson 2000). Policy certainty can be assessed when looking at the three US Executive Branch Subsystems: The While House, the Department of State, and the Department of Defense (Robinson 2000). When looking at previous humanitarian issues concerning US foreign policy, such as Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq, or recently, Syria it is clear the media focused on these issues most when it wanted to encourage the American government to make precise decisions regarding their stance on these humanitarian issues.
II. Goals of the Media
The media has many goals that may help or hinder the broadcasting of humanitarian conflicts that are occurring abroad. The media implements certain tactics in order to present information in a way that the public would both have interest in and comprehend. Although the media is funded adequately, making it largely independent from institutional constrains, certain marketing techniques are implemented in order to ensure that the media has a continuous flow of funding (Ogrizek 2007). This paper will examine how the media manufactures humanitarian conflicts to the public, the global culture of risk that surrounds media coverage and the concept of memory lapse.

Many wonder why some catastrophes have a higher presence on news media as opposed to other conflicts. The media recognizes that certain conditions make a humanitarian conflict more appealing to the public. These include having a continuous flow of images, ensuring that there is no competition with other catastrophes, making sure the victims have a perceived innocence, and that there is a presence of a mediator in the situation (Ogrizek 2007). 
a. “Manufacturing” Humanitarian Crises

A continuous flow of images enables the public to sympathize with the situation, regardless if the conflict is directly related to American foreign policy. If Americans are surrounded by continuous images everywhere of a humanitarian conflict, thinking about an issue becomes part of their daily lives (Ogrizek 2007). Other events that do not have a continuous flow of images become marginalized (Ogrizek 2007). Syria and the Democratic Republic of Congo serve as examples of both sides of this situation. Throughout the emerging allegations that the Syrian government used sarin gas on its citizens, plenty of images and videos of Syrians laying either dead or unconscious on the ground were both televised and presented in newspapers (Weller 2013, BreakingNews.ie 2013, French 2013). On the other hand, images of the M23 rebel force of the Democratic Republic of Congo attacking innocent civilians, raping women and partaking in other unlawful activity seem to be less accessible than the images of Syria (French 2013). Without a continuous flow of images, it is hard for the public to keep their attention focused on a specific humanitarian crisis.

The media also recognizes that it must always be on the side of the public. Although there is a widespread belief that the media seeks to eliminate flaws in the international depiction of events, this is often untrue (Baum and Potter 2008). In order to manufacture public interest in topics, the media will exacerbate the current trend of reporting (Baum and Potter 2008). The media will also adapt certain stances during different times of the conflict. For example, during the beginning of a humanitarian conflict, the public is typically not informed of all the information, and is eager to for humanitarian intervention be staged. The media will side with the public right up until the market equilibrium dictates otherwise (Baum and Potter 2008). Therefore, in certain cases, the media will withhold certain information from the public in order to ensure its ideals are aligned with that of the public. It is important that there is an understanding that besides being a source of information, the media is also a for-profit industry that acts in the best interest of intensifying their financial gains.

b. Only One Catastrophe at a Time

In order for the public to stay focused on an issue, only one humanitarian crisis can be present in the media at any given time. By doing so, the viewers are completely devoted to the issue at hand and the emotional tolerance of the public is not pushed past their limit (Ogrizek 2007). This is likely why Syria captured the majority of media attention during the Syrian government’s alleged use of sarin gas on its citizens. Because the basic premise of the Syrian conflict is easy to follow, the media has ensured that no other humanitarian conflict has received as much attention. The phrase “too many calamities cheapen misfortunate” is applicable here (Ogrizek 2007).
c. Innocence of the Victims Involved

Images of young people or of victims of natural disasters often overwhelm the media because the public perceives these victims as innocent (Ogrizek 2007). Targets of armed conflicts are usually presumed guilty, but when there is a case when children are involved, viewers are able to sympathize with them, thus have more interest in their story (Ogrizek 2007). The media has recognized that most of the public cannot sympathize or perceive any innocence in situations where both sides of the conflict have acted violently. In Syria, because innocent citizens were the targets of a government-staged attack, the public was able to sympathize with the case because of the perceived innocence of the Syrian citizens. But in the Democratic Republic of Congo, both sides acted violently, thus making it an unattractive news story because of the public’s inability to pick a side to sympathize with. This is why incidents such as natural disasters or genocides will overwhelm multiple media cycles, because to the public, the victims are undeserving of their situation.

d. Presence of a Mediator

 The media likes when humanitarian crises have a mediator because viewers like to see that there is someone working towards a solution (Ogrizek 2007). Mediators also help to validate the issue. The public is more likely to sympathize with an issue if it seems that other people already are. Mediators are often peacekeepers, non-governmental organizations, donors and transnational organizations (Ogrizek 2007). A specific government is rarely pinned as the mediator. For example, when it was alleged that Syria had used harmful chemical weapons on its own citizens the United Nations and Doctors Without Borders were perceived as mediators because of their independent role in determining if weapons were actually used (Laub 2013, BBC News 2013). Because these two non-governmental organizations were working to ascertain the truth of chemical weapons use in Syria, so was the media. Media coverage on Syria was heightened when other members of the international community intervened in the investigation (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). 
III.  Memory Lapse

The media references similar events of previous nature in a strategic way. While sometimes some comparable scenarios remain unmentioned by the media, other times, the media is quick to point out similar events (Ogrizek 2007). The most noteworthy examples are in natural disasters. Tsunamis, hurricanes and tornadoes are very rarely mentioned by the media months after the occurrence, even if information regarding the tragedy is still emerging (Ogrizek 2007). The tsunami of December 26, 2004 was deemed by international media to be a tragic event that demanded international attention. The deaths of 300,000 people were referred to as “extraordinary” and “unique,” yet two months after December 26, 2004 international news outlets did not mention the tsunami again (Ogrizek 2007). When most humanitarian crises leave the news cycle, they are unlikely to be mentioned again until the annual anniversary of the event, and this usually lasts for up to five years (Ogrizek 2007). This is strategic in that it ensures that the public is always focusing on the most current humanitarian issue.
IV. Previous Research


There is an abundance of research regarding the CNN Effect and its relationship with humanitarian aid intervention. Although there is research regarding recent cases of mass media and foreign policy intervention, studies from earlier conflicts will be analyzed in this paper because it has been conducted in a more scholarly manner and is more indicative than recent research. Previous research regarding the case of Operation Restore Hope in Somalia will be discussed in this paper, because of its apparent irrelevancy to American foreign policy and high media coverage. 

On November 25th, 1992 Clinton Administration offered to send troops into Somalia following reports of mass starvation (Jakobsen 1996). On December 3rd, 1992 UN resolution 794 unanimously gave the United States permission to send troops (Jakobsen 1996). Although the humanitarian cause was obvious, the foreign policy interests of America were not apparent. According to Piers Robinson, “…The intervention represents perhaps the most prominent instance of forcible intervention during humanitarian crisis” (2001). The media, however, had been providing images of starving Somalis, which pressured the Clinton Administration to offer assistance to the struggling country (Jakobsen 1996). 

Although it can be argued that the CNN Effect did place some amount of pressure on the president to intervene and combat troops, it is clear that the decision to send American troops to Somalia had a perceived positive outcome. Also, there were several factors that made humanitarian intervention attractive for the Bush Administration. First off, U.S. military planners viewed the mission as realistic, and saw this operation as a way for Bush to leave office on a high note, as well as entrust Clinton to the same level of international commitment (Jakobsen 1996). Furthermore, the Pentagon needed a public relations enhancement in an effort to evade the proposed budget cuts of President Clinton when he took office (Jakobsen 1996). The decision to give aid to Somalia would also cut attention from the heightening public desire to send troops to Bosnia (Jakobsen 1996). This indicates that the CNN Effect may enhance the state’s inclination to send humanitarian aid to a conflicted state, but only when there are clear, cut benefits in doing so and a strong possibility of a successful outcome.

The timing of the media coverage of Somalia also played a large role in public opinion regarding the mass starvation in Somalia. There were times where Somalia’s media coverage was extensive, but at other times, the media coverage was lacking (Klarevas 2000). Somalia had ample media coverage at two points, during December 1992 to January 1993 and during October 1993 (Klarevas 2000). This could be for several reasons. Firstly, American troops were sent into Somalia in the beginning of the December. Media coverage at this time is essential because this is a “fresh” issue that the media market needed to focus on in order to elicit the initial emotional response from the public. The Somalis were perceived as innocent victims of starvation, while the United Nations was seen as a mediator that encouraged American intervention. 
Media focus of Somalia was extensive in October 1993, but because of the October 3rd firefight (Klarevas 2000).  Once it was established that the Somalis were receiving help, media coverage from 1992 to 1993 was profoundly lessened (Klarevas 2000). However, the media perceived the October 1993 firefight as a new way to pressure the American government: to withdraw troops from Somalia. This was a completely different agenda for the media as opposed to the goal of the media for the prior year: to encourage American intervention in Somalia. The media framed the incident of October 1993 as a violent act committed by a country that was unappreciative of America, as opposed to the October 1992 framing that encouraged powerful and resourceful America to intervene to prevent innocent foreigners from dying due to starvation.
Despite the extensive media attention on Somalia in the early nineties, public opinion polls show that the situations in North Korea, Iraq and former Yugoslavia were of larger concern to the public (Klarevas 2000). At this point, scholars and policy makers began to express concern that the media had too profound of a role on policy making, especially when the humanitarian issues seemed irrelevant to American interests. George Kennan, a key diplomat during the Cold War, stated that because the media coverage had provided gruesome images of starving Somalis, it had eliminated the possibility for traditional policy making tactics to be effective (Robinson 1999).
It can be concluded from the case of Somalia that humanitarian aid intervention due to excess media coverage is likely, even if American interests in the region are nonexistent. In addition, there were perceived gains for the U.S. government if they intervened in the Somali crisis. The Bush Administration saw the suffering Somalis as a way to increase public support for an exiting administration that was already facing scrutiny from the American public for not addressing the humanitarian conflict in Bosnia. It was evident that there were not many U.S. interests in Somalia, but the media’s emotional depiction of the events in Somalia caused the American public to sympathize with the troubled region. The public then demanded the U.S. government act to help the Somalis, and the Bush Administration saw this as an opportunity that would provide a much needed morale boost. In the case of Syria, the media’s disturbing representation of the Syrian civil war also caused the public to demand action from the U.S. government, whereas the lack of emotional coverage of the events in the Democratic Republic of Congo did not stimulate a public outrage. 
VI. Case Study of the Democratic Republic of Congo and Syria

a. Methodology

I used the New York Times and USAID and UKAID government websites to gather data that supports my hypothesis that more media attention contributes to a larger amount of humanitarian aid for a conflicted region. In order to conduct the research specific to the Democratic Republic of Congo and Syria, I tallied the number of New York Times articles that were published in a confined time period that met the search criteria described below for each of the countries. Then, I examined the amount of USAID and UKAID allotted for fiscal year 2013. I chose January 1st, 2013 to October 1st, 2013 as a time frame so that the findings were as up to date as possible and within a large enough period of time. I used the Gale Infotrac Newsstand Database to do a confined search of New York Times articles. Each article was classified under a category of “article,” “brief article” or “editorial.” Correctional articles, essays and irrelevant articles were not considered. I used published data from factsheets on www.usaid.gov to note the American aid distribution to Syria and the DRC, and published data on factsheets from www.gov.uk to note the British aid distribution to Syria and the DRC. UKAID was converted from British Pound Sterling to United States Dollar using the current exchange rate of £1 = $1.6125 (Foreign Exchange 2013).


Before I decided what terms to use for each search, I searched just the name of each country within the database to see what terms overall appeared to be relevant to the conflict. For the Syrian conflict, I noticed most articles relevant to the Syrian civil war had the terms “Syria” and “Assad” (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). Surprisingly, the terminology “civil war” was mentioned very infrequently (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). For the DRC conflict, I noticed most articles relevant to the civil war in the Democratic Republic of Congo had the terms “Congo” and “rebels” (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). “M23” as a search term for the conflict in the Congo yielded very few results (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). Specific names of M23 leaders were infrequently mentioned in the headlines and content of the articles (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013).

After I typed in the appropriate terminology for each of my searches, I briefly skimmed the abstract of the search results to ensure that the articles were definitely of relevance to the conflict of each state. For example, in my “Congo” and “rebels” search, I eliminated two articles that spoke about elephant hunting in the DRC. After I gathered the number of articles relevant to each topic, I classified each article and calculated the amount of aid that was given by both the United States and the United Kingdom. I did not consider governmental “regional aid,” but rather just aid specific to the country.
b. Specific Findings
Table 1, New York Times Articles and Humanitarian Aid for FY2013 in Syria and the Democratic Republic of Congo

	Search
	Relevant Articles
	Full-Length Articles
	Brief Articles
	Editorials
	USAID for FY2013
	UKAID for FY2013

	“Syria” & “Assad”
	748
	579
	69
	45
	$1,349,779,031
 

	$818,350,000


	“Congo” & “rebels”
	45
	25
	13
	3
	$164,869,284

	$217,912,886




My findings illustrate that the higher the amount of media coverage, the more humanitarian aid is delegated to a region. For both cases, full-length articles were the most popular means of publishing a story. 77% of articles related to the Syrian civil war were full-length articles, while 56% of articles related to rebel violence in the Democratic Republic of Congo were full-length articles. Both case studies had 6% of related articles as editorials. 9% of articles regarding the conflict in Syria were brief articles, and 28% of articles related to the conflict in the DRC were brief articles.

These findings also illustrate that Syria fit the criterion of the CNN Effect to a better extent than the DRC. Both these issues are mainly irrelevant to the foreign policy concerns of the United States. The nature of the Syrian conflict is more likely to elicit an emotional response from the public than the crisis in the DRC because the Syrian conflict has an easy tagline to follow, whereas the conflict in the Congo is more difficult to comprehend. Furthermore, the presence of a mediator is more obvious in the case of Syria, as the United States has threatened to intervene numerous times. In the DRC, it is difficult to find a presence of a consistent mediator, and countries and actors such as Uganda and Rwanda are frequently entering and exiting the situation.
c. Issue Framing

It is essential to understand how the issues are framed and how a different public reaction can be shaped dependent on how the story is presented to the viewers. In a broad sense, the Syrian conflict is framed with Bashar al-Assad as the wrongdoer, and the Syrian civilians and rebels as innocent victims of government-staged acts of war and genocide. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the rebel forces are pinned as an insurgent group that is acting violently for no particular reason. According to Jennifer Jerit, “Subtle differences in how political elites frame a policy proposal can have a dramatic effect on public opinion. It is common to conclude that political actors seeking to win the public battle over a policy should emphasize that aspect of an issue which gives their side the rhetorical edge” (2008). The same concept can be applied to how the media frames issues to their viewers. A specific examination of the framing of issues in these regions will contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of how the CNN Effect has presented these stories in the news media. This paper will explore how the rebel forces and civilians of Syria are framed, how the Syrian government is framed, how the rebel forces of the DRC are framed, and how the DRC government is framed.
i. Framing of the Syrian Government

In the articles focused upon the Syrian conflict, the government of Syria, and specifically Bashar al-Assad, Assad is framed as dishonest, cruel and brutal (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). Most of the headlines relating to Assad aim to shame his actions, and do not allude to the possibility of a non-government staged chemical attack (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). There are even fewer articles that suggest that a chemical attack altogether is doubtful (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). One article entitled A Nun Lends a Voice of Skepticism on the Use of Poison Gas by Syria personified the nun who questioned the alleged chemical attack as incompetent and unknowledgeable with quotes stressing her limited expertise in chemical weapons forensics (Hubbard 2013). The article states, “‘The fact that the Russian government is relying on this woman's assessment of what happened just shows the lack of evidence for their case,' said Lama Fakih, a Syria researcher for Human Rights Watch. 'She is not a military expert”’ (Hubbard 2013). Instead of publishing an article that has valuable assessments as to why a chemical attack could be unlikely, the New York Times chooses to circulate the evaluation of a nun, rather than a qualified scientist, in order to continue with framing the issue in a way that Assad and the Syrian government could be the only ones liable for the chemical attack. Had the New York Times published an article opposing the suggestion of a chemical attack by an accredited scientist, the framing of the issue would change entirely, and thus, the American public would eventually lose focus and interest as the story got too complex to follow.
ii. Framing of the Syrian Rebels

Unlike the framing of the Congolese rebels, the rebels of Syria are framed as acting just and in support of a valid cause, which is overthrowing the Assad government (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). The articles stress that the rebels are looking for support from various international outlets, especially the British and American governments (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). One article entitled Rebels View Coalition Leadership Outside Syria as Detached From the Suffering speaks of the challenges one specific rebel of Syria faces as he tries to gain support for the overthrow of Assad (Fahim 2013). The beginning of the article immediately frames the rebel as a struggling, impoverished Syrian promoting a good cause. The article opens stating, “With empty pockets and clothes smudged with dirt, the Syrian rebel fighter smuggled himself across the border and traveled 18 hours by bus to plead with Syrian opposition leaders meeting in a luxury hotel here to send help back home” (Fahim 2013). Instantaneously, the article focuses upon the fact that the man is seeking aid from outside governments because he has no where left to turn, is impoverished, struggling and being victimized by a non-democratic country. By doing so, the article has readers thinking subconsciously of the benefits that an outside invasion of Syria could do for its citizens. This framing style is pursued because the American government has an inconsistent policy line towards Syria. Although the amount of humanitarian aid the American government has given Syria has increased, U.S. policy is wavering when it comes to military intervention in Syria (Robinson 2000, New York Times 2013, Weller 2000). Thus, this article aims to pressure the American public into considering a humanitarian intervention in Syria.
iii. Framing of the Congolese Government

The New York Times recognizes that the conflict in the Congo does not meet all of the criteria to make it an issue that would overwhelm multiple media cycles and become a top priority of American foreign policy to address. Since violence in Africa is commonplace, many Americans are no longer fazed by violence in Africa, so this does not make it an attractive news story for media outlets to televise. Although the type of violence the M23 movement has caused in the DRC and neighboring countries such as Uganda and Rwanda is atrocious, it does not have the same “selling aspects” of the Syrian case, in which it is alleged that a government used a neurotoxin on innocent civilians (BreakingNews.ie 213, Keith 2013, Weller 2013). The case in the Democratic Republic of Congo is centered upon how an incapable African government is attempting to fight off a violent, rebellious group (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). Since it is an armed conflict between the M23 rebels and the Congolese military, there is no perceived innocent side to the conflict, also making the situation an unattractive media story.  The media also comprehends that the American government has a consistent policy line towards the rebels: they want the rebels of Congo to be disarmed and support of the M23 movement to be eliminated (Kulish 2013, New York Times 2013). Despite the fact the situation in the Congo clearly does not meet the aspects of the CNN Effect that would make it a colossal news story, the news media comprehends that the conflict still needs to be framed in a way that generates American interest. 
It is likely that if more domestic concern were generated, the Congo would receive more humanitarian aid from America and other countries alike. Kony 2012, a documentary focused on the Lord’s Resistance Army and Joseph Kony was able to generate an overwhelming response from Americans, President Obama and congress members, despite the fact most of the details surrounding the LRA and Uganda were presented incorrectly in the film (International Affairs Review 2012). Jason Russell, co-founder of Invisible Children simplified many of the specifics surrounding the LRA in order to produce domestic outrage, supporting the concept that media viewers like the issues that are being broadcasted to be easy to comprehend (International Affairs Review 2012). Russell’s means of campaigning was effective, as the U.S. provided “equipment, intelligence and training” to the African Union in hopes of capturing Joseph Kony (Echwalu 2013). If this approach was pursued more effectively in the case of the Congo, it is more likely that additional American support would be offered in the region.
iii. Framing of the Congolese Rebels


Most articles in the New York Times describe the Congolese rebels as “threats,” “intense” and fault them for their lack of skills and precision in military operations (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013 and Kulish 2013). While a majority of the articles published by the New York Times scrutinize the tactics the M23 rebels use when fighting the Congolese military, few of the articles actually examine the cause of M23 violence in this region (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013). An article entitled U.N. Warns it will Disarm Congo Rebels is focused substantially on the violent, insurgent nature of the M23 movement rather than the actions the U.N. would pursue to disarm the rebels (Kulish 2013). The article states, “According to the United Nations, as many as 70,000 people have been displaced in the recent fighting. The organization accused the M23 rebels of using 'indiscriminate and indirect fire, including by heavy weapons, resulting in civilian casualties’” (Kulish 2013). The goal of this approach is to ensure that the rebels are framed as unjust, uneducated and unreasonable. Failure to explore the reasoning behind M23 violence keeps the conflict in the DRC easy to follow for media viewers. Therefore, it can be concluded that the framing the New York Times uses of the conflict in the Congo is strategic in that it eliminates the public from perceiving the Congolese civil war as justifiable.
VII. Why the Syrian Conflict is Media-Friendly


For journalists, the story of the Syrian civil war is simple to manufacture to the public. It is easy to gather photos of innocent citizens lying on the floor either dead or unconscious and attach the tagline that the government staged a chemical attack on civilians. Already this issue generates an emotional response from the public because of the intense imagery and the perceived innocence of the Syrian civilians. There are plenty of international mediators, including Doctors Without Borders, the United Nations and other non-governmental organizations that have committed themselves to providing humanitarian aid assistance and running tests to ascertain whether chemical weapons were used in Syria. Furthermore, it is easy to follow the crisis in Syria. Rebel forces are acting because President Bashar al-Assad broke promises he made to Syrians upon taking office, and the rebels are acting for the good of the people attempting to overthrow him and put in office a more democratic leader. 


Not only in the United States, but also in the entire international community, various states were unsure of how to response to the alleged government-staged chemical attacks in Syria. While it seemed that French President Hollande and British Prime Minister Cameron were on board for an attack, they faced opposition while attempting to get the rest of their countries on board. Russia was resolute in affirming that it was impossible that the Syrian government could have staged such an attack. Because the US officially had no policy line on Syria, this was the perfect opportunity for the media to intervene. While Obama had taken on an aggressive approach that the Americans had an obligation to help the innocent suffering Syrians, American intervention in the Middle East was a delicate topic that many Congressmen, politicians and Americans opposed. As soon as the Senate had made the decision to not intervene in Syria, media attention became relaxed as the number of New York Times articles during this period was on the decline (Infotrac Newsstand, Gale 2013).

VIII. Why the DRC Conflict is not Media-Friendly


In the Democratic Republic of Congo, it is incredibly difficult to follow what is happening in their civil war. 45,000 Congolese citizens were dying per month during 2009, while others were facing starvation, sexual assault, theft and attack by weapons-bearing civilians (Kulish 2013), this story was never circulated largely by the media. For one, it is difficult to ascertain when the conflict started, who started the conflict and why. Because there are many actors entering and exiting the situation, such as forces from Kenya and Rwanda, it is also difficult to ascertain what role outside nations play in the civil war. Thus, it is more difficult to assign an easy tagline for people to follow the situation. Furthermore, there is no riveting imagery that can be associated with the war. Without seeing pictures or videos that can be sympathized with, it is hard for the conflict to have a lasting impression on the public. It is also hard for the public to perceive an innocent side to the conflict.


More importantly, there is no international mediator presence in the region. The media will not follow stories where there are not already organizations aiming to aid the situation, because the public likes to see that someone is acting to fix the situation. In addition, the US already has a resolute policy line on the conflict of the DRC: they want the M23 movement disarmed and other countries to stop fuelling the rebels. Because most other states agree with this, it is hard for this to be an attractive media story when international policy towards the rebels is resolute. Furthermore, since Syria is currently the primary focus in the media, no other country or region can receive the same amount of media attention.

IX. Conclusion 

Through studying the goals of the media and nature of humanitarian conflicts, it is reasonable to conclude that certain humanitarian struggles are more suited for media attention than others. In most instances if humanitarian crises are not immediately suited for media broadcast, they are then tailored a certain way, through issue framing, victimization and focusing only on one conflict at a time. The media market also understands that broadcasting humanitarian issues that are not current and that the American government has already determined a resolute policy on will not produce a momentous response from viewers.

These findings illustrate the importance of reaching out past traditional media outlets to obtain information. Unfortunately, plenty of humanitarian ills are occurring everyday and the media does not necessarily present all of the facts that are relevant to the case. Although there are benefits to the CNN Effect, such as the accessibility of information, sometimes decisions, such as offering humanitarian aid to Somalia in the nineties, end up doing more harm than good. Policy makers especially should be advised to not turn to the media for making policy decisions, especially impulsive ones. Even more importantly, humanitarian aid should not be determined by how “popular” an issue is with the public, but instead on the magnitude of the conflict and the foreign policy concerns that are associated with it.

Unfortunately it does not seem that the media market will change any time soon, but that does not mean that action cannot be taken to prevent the negative outcomes of the CNN Effect. Viewers should demand more comprehensive, honest media broadcasting and refuse to subscribe, read or view media that presents only select facts of the story. As the world becomes increasingly more globalized, global citizens should reevaluate their sources of information, and look beyond mainstream media to become educated about the humanitarian harms that are happening in the world everyday.
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